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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this autoethnographic study is to better understand the role spiritual
leaders have in both educational settings and in the motivation of students. An overarching
question guides this autoethnographic study: Is spiritual leadership, influenced by Christianity,
an appropriate form of mentoring-leadership relationships in public secondary schools? The
specific research sub-questions for this study address the following: 1. How do servant
leadership and spiritual leadership help create this autonomous learning environment identified
by Deci and therefore reduce the number of amotivated students? 2. How can understanding the
student as an individual help a teacher confront the issues with motivation when addressing
school report cards and state test results? 3. How can spiritual leadership, servant leadership, and
mentorship practices address issues within the school such as racial equity, social justice, school
bullying, and school morale of both teachers and students? The autoethnographic reflections of
student-teacher relationships and interviews with participants – major data sources – reveals a
sense of shared responsibility within the educational process focused on student growth and
identity construction. Mentoring relationships with spiritual-servant leaders positively impact
secondary students who lack one branch of the shared responsibility tree: he teacher, parent, and
student responsibility branches.
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CHAPTER ONE. INTRODUCTION
Let me see redemption win, let me know the struggle ends, that you can mend a heart that’s frail
and torn. I want to know a song can rise from the ashes of a broken life, and all that’s dead
inside can be reborn.
-Ingram, Owen, & Donehey, Worn

I wanted to be famous growing up. I didn’t really know why, but the feeling was always
there. I sought affirmation as validation for living. Our culture made the celebrity life such a
fairy tale, that I felt destined to chase it. What I really was searching for was a purpose, instead
of popularity. The world of education became that calling of purpose over what I believed I
wanted.
This autoethnography is an educator’s story of hunting for true purpose, and only finding
it when I learned that serving others was what I was created to do. When I changed my lens of
trying to self-promote to promoting those around me, I finally found validation. I began this
study looking for a way that curriculum and instruction could increase the motivation of
students. I was hoping that by finding a subscription-based program and increasing student
motivation, test scores would increase, discipline issues in the classroom would decrease, and in
turn, teacher motivation and morale would be impacted in a positive way. As I began to research
student motivation, life began to fight back. Two students close to me were killed by violent acts
in back-to-back summers. Their deaths made me question the importance and effort of putting so
much emphasis on curriculum in the classroom, if we were losing good students to anger, hate,
and life choices outside of the classroom. I began to recall when I was younger, searching for
who I was, when I wanted so badly to be somebody, to be famous. These kids all wanted
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something too, and we lost them before they could even attempt to find out what that would’ve
been.
The research took on a new life that dug deeper into teacher-student relationships and the
impact empathy, love, compassion, and mentorship can have on the success and failure of
students. This happened as this project shifted from a mixed methods study on the impact
curriculum and instruction practices had on motivation to an autoethnographic study on teacherstudent relationships. We did not need a subscription program to motivate a classroom but a
prescription-based individualized program to understand students on a personal, one-on-one
level. As I continued with this process, I realized the impact the students were having on my
understanding of the role I play in the lives of young people. Throughout this process, the
variable that changed the most was me. Even as I completed this project, I faced some of the
hardest days I have ever experienced as a teacher. I was ready to quit and walk out of my dream
job. The interview process with the students of this project reminded me that my purpose was to
serve and mentor students, and it saved my career as a public educator.
In this chapter, I describe major influences on my thinking as an educator, especially in
relation to motivation. In addition, I situate my thinking within a historical context of formal
schooling’s purpose and function within society.
1.1 Introduction to the Problem
In a YouTube video on intrinsic motivation, Deci (2012) once explained, “Don’t ask how
you motivate other people. Ask how you can create the conditions so that people will motivate
themselves” (2012). This quote completely changed how I view education and the methods in
which I use to teach lessons within a curriculum. To address issues within educational systems,
we must first identify and make transparent what schools were originally designed to do and
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carefully examine how public schools currently function. There is still much debate on the
purpose and functionality of public schooling in the United States (US), which has undergone
many iterations and had led to the continual changes to public educational systems reflected in
today’s schools.
Deci, the Gowen Professor in Social Sciences, University of Rochester, has published
many books on intrinsic motivation, and research derived from intrinsic motivational studies
developed into what is now known as Self-Determination Theory (SDT). Deci’s theory is
focused on extrinsic vs. intrinsic motivation; SDT illustrates groundwork for how educational
space and setting can influence intrinsic motivational factors.

Figure 1.1. Deci’s Self-Determination Theory

Deci’s mentor and advisor, Vroom, developed what is widely recognized as the
Expectancy Motivation Theory (EMT), which is a measure of a student’s motivation as a
multiplier of the effort given by the student, the reward or outcome expected, equivalent to the

3

value the student attaches to the outcome or reward (1964). Mostly used in the business world
and by management groups, EMT can be applied to students in educational settings, as it is
grounded in extrinsic motivational principles, whereas SDT is grounded in creating intrinsic,
autonomous motivation.
EMT is applicable to school situations currently, given that the capitalist public
educational system was created to build a workforce wherein educators expect students to work
and learn for self-efficacy, but are often surprised when they lack motivation. For some students,
who do not see their end result of high school tasks in classrooms ending in a college degree or
useful in their everyday existence, there is no value attached to classroom tasks. For this reason,
extrinsic rewards are introduced—yet extrinsic rewards do not yield long-term results for quality
motivation. The student only accepts that the effort is necessary if the value produces a desired
result or consequence. This is where educators must find a way to help students develop "selfmotivation,” a concept from Bandura's Social Cognitive Theory (SCT), or what is now called
Self-Efficacy Theory (SET). Three factors influence self-efficacy: behaviors, environment, and
personal cognitive factors.
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Figure 1.2. Bandura’s Self-Efficacy Theory

Deci suggests the educational environment influences behavior as long as that
environment meets the psychological needs of the students. Deci and Ryan's SDT challenges
leaders and educators to create an autonomy-supported learning environment where students feel
relatedness and self-worth.
Deci’s work influenced my thinking when I began my research on how to best impact
students’ motivation to learn. I understood that extrinsic factors worked to a degree, but only to
the point of the ‘pay-out.’ I questioned how I could get students to ‘buy-in’ to what I was trying
to teach. Deci’s ultimate question became a battle cry. I was asking the wrong question. My
focus changed from trying to become the extrinsic motivation to increase intrinsic motivation,
and instead began to design a classroom in which students were self-motivated. As I began to
work within the framework of SDT, I discovered the beginning of self-determination happens
when students realizing their own self-worth. This discovery led to a process of rethinking and
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re-designing my educational setting, secondary classrooms, and a renewed focus on teacher-tostudent relationships.
But before I could fully implement this newfound theory, I needed to remind myself
about the history and function of formal schooling. What follows is a brief description of the
historical underpinning of formal schooling.
1.2 Origins of Purpose of Schooling
Ancient Western European thought has influenced education in the US and has evolved
over time. Even though US education finds its roots in the Judeo-Christian tradition (Ornstein,
Levine, Gutek, & Vocke, 2016), the process of the scientific method and questioning can be
traced as early as Ancient Greece. For example, Aristotle was known to be the ‘father of modern
science’ for his methods of teaching using inductive and deductive reasoning. He believed
education to be a function of the State that secured the goals of the State. He described education
as “purposefulness,” with specific goals for curriculum, and the primary function is to preserve
its own institutions. (“Aristotle” 384-322 BC, 1996). Beyond this function, education should lead
individuals to excellence, virtue, and a happy life.
Like Aristotle, Plato believed that education, as stages of acquiring knowledge, leads to
virtue as human beings (Lee, 1994); however, Plato also perceived education as a means to
achieve individual justice as well as social justice (Lee, 1994). Conversely, Socrates believed
education is about searching for truth and finding oneself. Socrates still influences education, as
evidenced by the method known as Socratic circles (Copeland, 2005), an inquiry and discussion
method that promotes creative, critical, and higher order thinking skills which has recently
expanded to the area of writing instruction, particularly argumentative writing (Byrne, 2011;
Larson & Miller, 2011; Styslinger & Overstreet, 2014).
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Dewey, one of the most influential US educators, offered yet another view of the purpose
of education. He believed education is about experience, interaction, and reflection (1933).
Where ancient thought set a standard of educational curriculum and purposefulness, Dewey
wanted schooling and learning to intersect at a path of discovery.
But to some, education is a means of economic equalization, or an issue of social justice,
perhaps even a civil right. One of the most influential quotes on education, and one that has
influenced my thinking as it illustrates the power of social economic motivation, is South
Africa’s Mandela. Mandela, a great moral and political leader of our time, was also recognized
as an international hero whose lifelong dedication to the fight against racial oppression in South
Africa won him the Nobel Peace Prize and the presidency of his country. Mandela shared his
views on education in his “Long Walk to Freedom” speech, when he stated, “education is the
great engine of personal development. It is through education that the daughter of a peasant can
become a doctor; that the son of a mine worker can become the head of the mine; that the child
of farm workers can become the president of a great nation” (Mandela, 1995, p. 194).
The divide over the goal and purpose of education between leaders and institutions over
time has developed with the creation of new institutions and the evolution of societal needs.
From the ancient Greeks to modern day US, education’s purpose continues to evolve.
Gatto (2017) uses Inglis’ work Principles of Secondary Education (1918) in support of
his views on the indoctrination of public schooling in a video found on YouTube. Within the text
(p. 375) Inglis defines three principal periods of development in the history of secondary
education in the US (some label the principle phases of educational development):
1. the Latin grammar school (14th-19th-century Europe), covering approximately
the colonial period
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2. the academy movement, beginning in the second part of the eighteenth
century until the late nineteenth century
3. the public high-school movement, establishing itself in the last quarter of the
nineteenth century until present day.
Through the rapid growth of the population and its new diversity during the periods of the
industrial revolution (1760-1840), immigration (1845-1860), and urbanization (1910-1920), US
education struggled to keep pace with the exponential growth of the population. Inglis (1918)
explains that, when trying to meet the needs of these movements and equip pupils as adequately
as necessary, certain functions emerged.
Gatto (2017) uses these functions to create and defend his conspiracy theory of social
control over groups of students based on social, economic, and ethnic factors. One example is the
‘propridofic’ function, which Gatto implies was used to teach a small fraction of the students to
take management over the rest in the process of indoctrinating the next generation of pupils into
conformity within the same system. Inglis (1918) clarifies that the function he labeled
‘propridofic’ is the school's responsibility to meet individual students’ needs based on their
intellectual ability as well as their interest and motivation to be college- or university-ready, in
contrast to those students who have different interests. These students should not be pressed to
meet those standards if their skillset and interests are different. Gatto's misrepresentation in the
video pressed the need for deeper investigation into Inglis’ work.
From the works of the great philosophers like Aristotle and Plato to contemporary US
educational philosophers like Dewey, the purpose of schools has changed over time, especially
in the US. Typically, schools shift in response to social pressures. As such, what motivates
students also shifts.
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1.3 Revisiting the Moral Nature (Obligation) of School Leaders
In this section, I shift thinking from examining the purpose of education and schooling to
the role of leadership in schools. In particular, I briefly explore school leadership from a moral
leadership and spiritual lens as well as servant leadership theory. Motivation, specifically Deci’s
SDT, will also be explored as motivation interfaces with leadership.
Moral and Spiritual Leadership in Schools.
Sergiovanni (1996) describes leadership as something that involves “influencing others
by persuasion or example, or by tapping inner moral forces” (p. 87). Like in any other leadership
role, school leadership is usually results-oriented. Principals lead by communicating the vision of
the school district and working to make that vision a reality. To do this, they must surround
themselves with those that are willing to commit to that same vision.
Sergiovanni (1996) points out that those who are successful pay close attention to finding
and nurturing people who will commit to this vision and make it come to fruition. Those who are
unsuccessful often find it is because results-oriented leadership is often lacking, which falls short
in public schooling. Sergiovanni (1992) defines this type of unsuccessful leadership in Moral
Leadership as bureaucratic and personal. He conveys the basis for types of authorities that
convince people to follow in what he describes as “Sources of Authority” (p. 30).
Bureaucratic Authority. “Follow me because of my position in the school and the system
of roles, expectations, and rules that I represent.” Teachers must respond or face the
consequences.
Psychological Authority. “Follow me because I will make it worth your while if you do.”
Teachers respond to personality, a pleasant environment, and rewards.
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Technical-Rational Authority. “Follow me because I have been trained in the research
and know what is best, as determined by this research.” Teachers respond to their perceived
expertise in the subject. A successful leader, as opposed to an unsuccessful leader, is one who
builds in substitutes for “follow me” leadership, which changes followers’ motivation from
extrinsic to intrinsic (Sergiovanni, 1992). Deci’s SDT corresponds with Sergiovanni’s assertions.
Sergiovanni (1992) asserts in Moral Leadership that there are two alternative sources of
authority that school leadership should base their practices on, “both of which create a response
in teachers that comes from within” (p. 31). The first, professional authority, leads teachers to
expect and respond to common socialization, to internal expertise, and to lean on an
understanding of best practices. The second, moral authority, is an understanding of the
obligations and duties derived from widely-shared values and ideas. Under moral authority,
teachers respond to an authentic sharing of vision and commitment and a connection of
interdependence within the school. He explains that all sources of authority should be part of the
basis of leadership practice but that professional and moral authority should be the primary
authority for today's leadership; the reality, however, is that a combination of bureaucratic,
psychological, and technical-rational authority is most commonly used (Sergiovanni, 1992).
Sergiovanni explains that “the moral aspects of school leadership are important because schools
function as extensions of families, and principals and teachers function in loco parentis,” in the
place of a parent (Sergiovanni, 2000, p. 83). The issue of moral leadership has significant
implications for teachers both those who are employed and for those in teacher education
programs. For example, Osgurthorpe & Sanger (2013) question the lack of moral aspects in
teacher training programs: “By asking teacher candidates to suppress their moral beliefs and
motivations—and by leaving beliefs and motivations unattended in teacher education
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curriculum—teacher educators may do a great disservice to the individuals they are training for
the profession” (p. 185). But morality is a slippery term, and calls into question what types of
morality have a place in schools. Some issues tied to morality seem safe or innocuous while
some issues connected to morality can be offensive to some.
As an example, schools have a moral obligation to teach civic responsibility to students
as well as modeling it within the school itself. In the US, promoting democratic principles
through civic engagement enjoys a long history. What schools should not do is function simply
as a business, but in the state of current schooling it is unfortunately commonplace (Sergiovanni,
1996). According to Sergiovanni, schools deal with human capitol versus mere commodities;
therefore, a strictly business model of education is inappropriate (1996). There is a symbiotic
triangle that works towards a student's success. The teacher, parent/family, and student all have
roles to fill within that successful paradigm; if at any point, one or more of the three pillars
collapses, then the student potentially fails. Returning to the business model of schooling,
wherein it may be acceptable for a product to fail or be discontinued, it is unacceptable to fail
students. Leaders at every level in education have a primary role to assist students; motivation is
a significant part of that responsibility.
Fry (2003) argues that a learning organization is one in which expansive patterns of
thinking are nurtured and collective aspiration is set free. Public schools, as learning
organizations, have attempted to increase performance by increasing motivation within the
learning environment—but without the proper training. “Spiritual leadership,” according to Fry
(2003), “is necessary for the transformation to and continued success of a learning organization.
Spiritual leadership taps into the fundamental need of both leader and follower from spiritual
survival so they become more organizationally committed and productive” (p. 694).
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1.4 Intersecting Leadership and Motivation
Leaders, whether a system leader, such as a superintendent, a campus leader, such as a
principal, or school leaders—teachers, such as myself, who feel that teaching and learning occur
when relationships are fostered. It is this context of leadership, and within the issue of how to
most effectively motivate students accessing spiritual leadership, that I situate myself in this
study.
Motivation is defined as a desire or willingness to engage and is measured by a student's
interest and goals. Interest, researchers explain, is a reaction of individuals to their environments,
although different levels of interests vary as environments change. Schiefele, Krapp, and
Winteler (1992) noted that individual interest is an important determinant of academic
motivation and learning. At any given time, a person could be in one of three different
motivational states: intrinsic, extrinsic, or amotivated (unmotivated). Sergiovanni (1992)
summarizes these states as well as adds a moral motivation (a feeling of duty or obligation.)
Extrinsic illustrates “what gets rewarded gets done;” intrinsic illustrates “what is rewarding gets
done;” and moral obligation illustrates, “what is good gets done” (p. 27).
Intrinsic Motivation. Ideally in schools, the student will be intrinsically motivated.
Intrinsically motivated people are motivated by the reward of the activity itself, and there is no
outcome, such as a result, that is the driving force of the action. Curiosity, exploration, and play
are examples of intrinsic motivators (Deci & Ryan, 1981).
Unlike intrinsic motivators, extrinsic motivational factors are tied to an external reward
achieved at the end of the task. Money, grades, pizza parties, approval, or avoidance of a
negative reinforcement would all be considered extrinsic motivators. When motivated by
extrinsic factors, students may feel more pressure, are possibly less involved in learning the
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activity, and can be over-focused on the outcome of the activity, than the activity itself (Deci &
Ryan, 1981).
Amotivation. When a student is amotivated versus motivated or unmotivated, they are
non-responsive to the task or activity. Amotivated students appear slow to learn, are frequently
easily upset, and often feel helpless. According to Deci & Ryan, when amotivated, students may
typically feel that their contribution will not have a lasting, meaningful impact on the task at
hand or on their own lives (1981). Every classroom, across every curriculum, could categorize
students into one of these three motivational states. Chances are, however, that each student has
experienced all three motivational states at some point during their learning (Deci & Ryan,
1981). How, then, do leaders identify these students? And how can leaders produce a learning
environment that raises students from amotivated to extrinsically to intrinsically motivated
towards learning? These questions have been extensively studied. When examining the
complexities involved, researchers often analyze the individual components (Deci, 2013; Deci &
Ryan, 1981; Fry, 2003; Garber, 1980; Schiefele, Krapp, & Winteler, 1992; Touré-Tillery &
Fishbach, 2014).
How do educators measure motivation? One important aspect of determining how to
measure motivation is to understand what type of motivation you are attempting to measure
(Touré-Tillery & Fishbach, 2014). Researchers measure motivation in a variety of ways, usually
in terms of observable cognitive, affective, behavioral, and physiological responses and by using
“self-reports.” When measuring amotivated students, analyzing the behavior response is most
common. Garber (1980) identifies environment as a key indicator of amotivated students. When
a student believes their own behavior does not lead to the desired outcome, they feel that they are
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not in control of the outcome. This inconsistency within the environment leads to lack of
competence, and students experience a lack of motivation.
Deci’s SDT identifies the elements and variables required to create an autonomysupportive educational space. School leaders are responsible for creating this space. Deci
measures intrinsic and extrinsic motivation on a scale of ‘quality’ of motivation, rather than
‘quantity’ (more) of motivation. Deci’s work explains that human beings have psychological and
physiological needs. Motivation centers on those psychological needs for autonomy,
competence, and relatedness. According to Deci’s SDT, all three needs have to me met to create
a student-centered learning environment. Deci's original focus, which became the foundation of
SDT, focused on the idea that people are truly engaged in activities that they find interesting or
love to do (2013). Educational leaders who are "need-supportive" support satisfaction of the
autonomy, competence, and relatedness needs, whereas leaders and educators who are
autonomy-supportive tend to be supportive of all other needs.
1.5 Servant Leadership Theory
Greenleaf (1977) defines serving people and their needs as the basis of Servant
Leadership Theory. Sergiovanni (1992) explains that servant leadership and moral authority are
linked. The root of moral authority—ideas, values, and purpose—define an organization’s core
values. Greenleaf (1977) believes the defining difference between the ‘leader-first’ and ‘servantfirst’ paradigms is the fact that servant-first leaders make sure the highest priority needs of others
are being served. While being served, do they become wiser, more autonomous, healthier, and
freer? These questions help measure the impact of servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1977).
According to SDT theorists, to support the needs of the student in the classroom, educators need
to:
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1. Provide a rationale for the activity;
2. Listen to the individuals to understand their views of the situation;
3. Acknowledge their feelings, including feelings of boredom, dislike, or anger;
4. Provide choice about what to do and how to do it;
5. Offer specific and constructive feedback, especially positive feedback; and
6. Minimize the use of external controls, including the use of controlling language such
as “should,” “must,” and “have to” (Deci, 2013).
To enhance or increase their authority, school leadership often uses motivational
strategies to lead students to their highest possible academic achievement. This achievement is
often stunted because students lack direction in one of the three pillars—teacher, parent, and
student—mentioned above. Although it is not always a certainty that students will fail without
leadership from all three components, a lack in one of these has a compounding effect on
motivation and achievement.
1.6 My Story: Situating Myself within This Study
I was born to young parents. Growing up, after living with my grandparents for much of
my childhood, I found myself trying to earn my parent’s love by the success I could reach or the
way I behaved. Each of them went their separate ways when I was roughly three years old and,
like a baseball card, I was traded back and forth between them the next decade, most of the time
by my own request. Each time I moved from one to another, I felt I could not measure up to the
expectation of one, and so I ran to the other. They both remarried and the relationships with my
step-parents were both nightmares. I was the third wheel in two different relationships in the
beginning. They both have other children. My mother’s daughter passed away as a new born. My
stepfather was never the same…
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I reached to dab at my bottom lip. It is wet and numb. I never saw it coming. Is this a
window into things to come? It was an accident. The throbbing in my face and the pinching I feel
in my neck and right shoulder drowns out the screaming over the broken lawnmower starter
string. The accusation of breaking the machine on purpose, because I was lazy and didn’t like
work doesn’t even register. How does someone swing so hard at a ten year-olds’ face? I stand up
but not in a confrontational way. I was a coward. There was no way I was going to go through
that again. I had learned my lesson. When something breaks… lie.
My extrinsic motivation to earn love buried my intrinsic motivation to ‘be myself.’ When
I was not successful, I felt unworthy, and eventually did not care about grades, school, or being
good at anything specific. Like many others my age, between 14-18, I found my worth in
friendships and, eventually, romantic relationships in high school.
There were several teacher-student relationships I recall that I appreciated in high school,
but it was not until struggling through my undergraduate degree that I found a spiritual-servant
leader that seemed to genuinely care about my success, without any personal gain at all. Dave (a
headhunter by profession, but a patron of a restaurant where I worked as a waiter) became the
father figure I did not know I needed at the time. In particular, I remember specifically a night
that he called my insurance to defend me against a ridiculous payment request and chastised the
agent for taking advantage of me. That night, I understood there was worth in this new type of
mentor/teacher relationship, and it was a necessity in my life to have this type of positive
reinforcement. Two weeks later, I received a reimbursement check from the insurance company.
It was unexpected.
In 2003, at the age of 25, after getting engaged to my wife of now 15 years, I took part in
a retreat that allowed me to discover a personal connection with God. This life-changing
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experience, which removed me from an extremely busy world into secluded campgrounds with
60 or more other men, gave me the opportunity to connect one-on-one with God. It was there I
found courage to pray out loud for the first time. It was a monumental point in my journey as a
spiritual leader because the fear of rejection and abandonment had long controlled what I would
say and do. I had developed a personality that would always agree with those around me, to
deflect the opportunity to reject my opinion, statement, or comment. It was a type of social
paralysis that would plague me in my early years as a professional.
After getting married, I was hired as a general manager of a professional sports team at
the minor league local level. With basically no experience, I was thrown into the fire of learningby-doing. It was some of the hardest and most rewarding times in my professional career, but it
was also extremely taxing on our marriage and our new family.
At this point in my life, at the age of 28, a man was placed in my life that showed me
what it was to be a Christian man, and to honor and protect my wife. There were many other
lessons throughout those few years that Tim taught me, but none more important than honoring
my wife and life partner. God has always put someone in my path that had the experience and
the servant heart that could guide me through whatever I was going through at the time, but I
didn’t always see or appreciate them. In many ways, I now see them as anointed relationships.
In retrospect, the relationships with the students in this study may be that same type of
anointed relationship. It is the lens of spiritual leadership that has delivered me to this point in
my life, and therefore it is the lens I look through going forward, when I lead others through their
journeys of development and mature growth. In public schools I must cautiously walk the line of
spiritual and servant leader, unlike in private schools, leaders are able to share their faith more
freely. Regardless, I have taken on the mantle of Christian spiritual leadership. For me, as an
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educator and school leader, I believe I have been called—spiritually—to connect with students
through relationships that allow me to motivate and inspire. I want to be careful to state that I do
not proselytize; rather, I depend on my Christianity, my deep faith in God, and my belief in
spiritual leadership to reach students.
Christianity, however, is not the only form of spiritual leadership and servant leadership.
As a prime example, Gandhi was a servant leader with Hindu origins. He was a man of faith that
gave his life to free India from British rule through nonviolent protest, called Satyagraha (Rao,
2013). As another example, the ancient Chinese philosopher Confucius, 551 BC-479 BC, taught
on morality, civic responsibility, ethics, personal and governmental morality, and common good
as Ancient China endured the “Warring States” period long before the coming of Christ. His
religion and motivation was Confucianism (Hugan, 2013).
An example of a servant leader who was Christian is Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., a
deeply religious man and a Baptist minister who was also a social activist. His involvement with
the Black civil rights movement from 1954-1968 in the US was closely tied to his Protestant
faith. Dr. King struggled with the role of religion and spirituality in the modern world. Dr. King
was also profoundly influenced by Gandhi’s nonviolent approach to social change (Rao, 2013).
As a US male living and working in the South, my experience has led me to God through
Christ, and that is something that cannot be separated from me—it is part of my fabric. For me,
Christianity is the developmental understanding that life is not about yourself, but how many
others you can help along your journey. This Christian lens has redefined my view on life as
something that is lived through us and not to us.
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The email had come. I re-read it several times before realizing its contents. No matter
how many times I read it the message never changed.
“I would like to congratulate Mrs. Smith, the new assistant principal at Main Street High
School. She will be a great compliment to the Main Street High School administrative
staff. Her passion and support for MSHS and its students is inspiring, and we wish you
good luck in this new capacity. Go Bears. “
I didn’t really understand. It was supposed to be mine. This time, the third time, it was finally
supposed to be me. The moment my career spun on its axis, shifting me into a path I would have
never thought to take, because deep down I was really a coward. As a recent graduate as an
Educational Specialist at a major university and a faculty member for the past three years I was
finally up for something big, and it was gone. I told myself, “That’s the third strike, now I’m
out.” This was beyond embarrassment; everyone in the school knew I was going to be in that
position in August, now I have to go back as a “mere” teacher with my tail between my legs,
head down in shame. The feeling of embarrassment trumped the feeling of relief I would not
allow myself to reflect on; knowing that learning a new job during my final year of my doctoral
program was going to be unbelievably difficult and would probably push the process back as
much as a year. None of that mattered now. I was 0 for 3 at the next phase of my teaching
career, and I had no clue where to go or what to do next.
I turned my phone, which presented the email on my screen, to my wife. She read it
without realizing the meaning, then reading my facial disappointment asked, “That’s it?”
“Yep, that’s it.” I get up to walk away, I knew I needed time to process, and she knew it too. I am
not sure what actually made me grab the phone and call my leader of our church, but it was
ringing almost before I knew what I had done.
“Hello?” he answered.
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“Hey Pastor, any chance you have time to talk?” I replied.
“Sure! When?” he confirmed.
“Right now… if possible.”
Christianity is the foundation in which I lead students, as those men mentioned above led
me. It is the teachings of Christ throughout the Bible that has allowed me to stand in for absent
fathers, overwhelmed and sometimes-abusive mothers, and for students dealing with the death of
a classmate. Without Christianity, I was self-centered, popularity-driven, and lost in the world. I
could not see past my own pain, much less reach out to someone else to help someone else
through their own. Through Christianity, I learned life is not about self but service. This
paradigm enlightenment has made me a better teacher, and an educational leader. But I want to
stress this is my path.
1.7 Purpose and Research Questions
The purpose of this study is to better understand the role spiritual leaders such as myself
have in both educational settings and in the motivation of students. An overarching question
guides this study: Is spiritual leadership, influenced by Christianity, an appropriate form of
mentoring-leadership relationships in public secondary schools?
The specific research sub questions for this study address the following:
1.

How does servant leadership and spiritual leadership help create this
autonomous learning environment identified by Deci and therefore reduce the
number of amotivated students?

2.

How can understanding the student as an individual help a teacher confront the
issues with motivation when addressing school report cards and state test
results?
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3.

How can spiritual leadership, servant leadership, and mentorship practices
address issues within the school such as racial equity, social justice, school
bullying, and school morale of both teachers and students?
1.8 Significance

The significance of spiritual leaders and servant leaders in schools can be measured by
the impact on the learning environment with faculty and staff. A small but significant body of
work—several studies—illustrate this.
For example, Banke, Maldonado, Laceu, & Thompson (2005) conducted a
phenomenological study on the experiences of school leaders. Their findings illustrated that
spiritual leaders see the importance of relationships with others as well as exhibit personal
growth, provide opportunities, and make personal and spiritual growth conducive to the school
community.
Similarly, Malone and Fry (2003) found the practice of spiritual leadership could develop
in people a sense of calling and membership leading to greater congruence in terms of their
shared vision and values, as well as improved individual, team and organizational empowerment.
Based on Fry’s (2003) theoretical work on spiritual leadership, they were able to measure an
organizational culture based on the values of altruistic love. Malone and Fry (2003) insist, "the
school which reported high levels of vision and altruistic love also indicated high levels of
commitment, motivation, and retention of staff" (p. 18).
A quantitative study by Perkins, Wellman, and Wellman (2009) isolated the question,
"What is the relationship, if any, between educational leaders' spirituality and leadership
practices?" combining Ramond and Richmond's (2003) inventory on spirituality and the work of

21

Kouzes and Posner (2003) in which five leadership practices were used. The findings showed a
statistically significant relationship between spirituality and modeling and inspiring the way.
An ethnographic study by Hanley-Maxwell and Capper (1999) concentrated on a female
principal of a special education school in the Midwest focused on inclusivity. Hanley-Maxwell
and Capper contend that, “Empowering principal behaviors are under-girded by a spirituality
grounded in six beliefs; valuing personal struggle, recognizing the dignity of all people, blending
the personal and professional believing people are doing their best, listening, and dreaming” (p.
203).
The main significance of this study is to look not only at the impact spiritual leadership
has on a community of students and the relationships between the spiritual teacher mentor-leader
and student, but also the impact the student has on the teacher mentor-leader. This study, an
autoethnography (Ellis, 2004; Merriam & Tisdell, 2015; Wolcott, 2005), investigates the
struggles educators have with continued pressure to produce student results through rigor,
testing, and curriculum reform while continuing to build relationships between students and
peers as a teacher mentor-leader.
1.9 Epistemological Framework
The argument for epistemological awareness, instantiation of methods, and
methodological transparency becomes especially important in the current political and academic
climate, in which many have begun to question the design choices, purposes, and trustworthiness
of qualitative studies, and other alternative research approaches (Koro-Ljungberg, YendolHoppey, Jude Smith & Hayes 2009). Spiritual leadership, mentoring, and autoethnography are
grounded in the interpretivist/constructivist framework. The interpretivist paradigm entertains
multiple viewpoints and understands reality as subjective. The constructivist attempts to analyze
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the world by understanding situations from the viewpoint of others (Aime, Blanchard, Lofaso, &
Van Norman, 2015). Autoethnography is used across many disciplines, where the structure is
based on a narrative design in which the researcher draws from his or her own experience and
understanding to make sense of an event or situational change—a paradigm shift. As Mooney
(1957) stated, “Research is a personal venture which quite aside from its social benefits, is worth
doing for its direct contribution to one’s own self-realization” (p. 155).
1.10 Definitions of Key Terms
For the purposes of this study, several terms are used specific to the study. They are
described here, including citational authority.
Civic Responsibility. Civic responsibility is the idea that schools are responsible for
teaching students how to live as a productive citizen in the United States. This weight has been
put mainly on social studies classrooms, which I have had the privilege of teaching for the past
eight years. The College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework for Social Studies State
Standards or C3 Framework (National Council for Social Studies, 2013), presents a vision for
what inquiry-based teaching and learning can look like in social studies (Lee, Swan, Grant,
Rothstein, & Santana, 2015). The goal of the C3 Framework is to engage students on a level not
reached with traditional teaching practices. Educators use the Inquiry Design Model (or IDM) as
part of a toolbox designed to create a collaborative, educational atmosphere where students are
challenged to question, investigate, and create a claim using specific evidence.
The C3 Framework goes a step beyond assessment in its fourth dimension, Taking
Informed Action. This lays the groundwork for teacher expectations for students to collaborate
with others as they communicate and critique their conclusions in public venues. This gives a
platform for students to take their classroom inquiries into the community to apply their new
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knowledge to their life. Michael Apple provides examples of such community investment in his
case studies within Democratic Schools.
Civics engagement in social sciences takes many forms, such as leading student
organizations, conducting community-based research, and presenting findings to external
stakeholders as per the Inquiry Arc of the C3 Framework (2014). This level of student
engagement is possible and exciting, but rarely reached with time constraints on educational
curriculums, although it should be a focal point and priority for future classrooms.
Ethics. The Code of Ethics as defined by the National Education Association addressed
two major principles and is used to define Ethics within education for the purpose of this study:
Commitment to the student, and commitment to the profession. As outlined in the document (see
attached), “The educator, believing in the worth and dignity of each human being, recognizes the
supreme importance of the pursuit of truth, devotion to excellence, and the nurture of the
democratic principles” (2018, p. 1).
Morality. Fry defined morality by addressing his belief that an individual’s spirit is the
uttermost life-affirming force in all human beings (Anderson, 2000). It is a state of intimate
relationship with the inner self of higher values and morality as well as recognition of the truth of
the inner nature of people (Fairholm, 1997). Morality is defined as the idea of making decisions
based on doing what is right, over what is easy or profitable. Greenleaf (1977) defines moral
authority as the use of natural power and freedom to choose, guided by principles. (p. 5)
Servant Leadership. Greenleaf (1977) defines servant leaders as a leader that has an
inward moral sense of what is right and wrong. He continues to explain that “this spiritual or
moral nature of people is independent of religion or any particular religious approach, culture,
geography, nationality, or race. Yet all of the major religious traditions of the world are unified
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when it comes to certain basic underlying principles or values.” (p. 4) Servant leadership is the
‘what’ in this study, whereas spiritual leadership is the ‘why.’
Social Justice. Defining social justice proved quite a complex task because, among other
reasons, the meaning of the phrase has changed drastically from its origin. The entire ideology of
social justice began with a simple concept in 1840, that Novak (2009) identifies as the capacity
to organize with others to accomplish ends that benefit the whole community. Novak believes
that if people wish to live free of control, they must possess the ideal of cooperation and
association, core components of social justice (2009). Social justice requires equity of resources,
fairness, and respect for individual and group diversity as well as the elimination of existing
forms of oppression within social and cultural classes (Van Ausdale & Feagin, 2001).
Novak (2009) claims “secular progressives” (p. 1) have since reinvented the term to mean
uniform state distribution of society’s advantages and disadvantages. Novak describes five
common usages of the term social justice: distribution, equality, the common good, compassion,
and the ‘Progressive Agenda.’
Common Good. The phrase "common good" usually brings forth a powerful question:
Who gets to decide what the "common good" is? Novak (2009) explains that the term can be
traced all the way to Aristotle, where the wisest and strongest man was the ruler of their people,
and his decisions were made and based on what was safe for his people. When the bureaucratic
state became the bearer of responsibility, multiple factions and groups were responsible for the
decision on what was best for the people. With no clear leader to decide, the "common good"
became blurred as organizations began to define the "common good" as something that benefits
the organization, and not the individuals it was there to serve and protect. Novak argues that,
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because of these developments, oftentimes-individual rights should be represented against the
‘common good.’
Compassion. Novak (2009) points out that there have been more sins that have been
committed in the name of compassion in the last 150 years than by any other force in history (p.
5). In the name of the poor, communists and socialists have created a false form of compassion
as a way of governmental control. The ‘War on Poverty,’ which began in 1964, destroyed
families, Novak claims. Seventy percent of those births not aborted in Washington, D.C. are born
out of wedlock. “It is the largest-scale abandonment of women by men in human history” (p. 5)
Distribution. The original definition of social justice has no mention of the term
distribution. Distribution is a capitalist term meant to describe the authority a government has
over its people in terms of appropriation of particular necessities.
Equality. Novak’s (2009) definition of equality focuses on equality of burdens,
advantages, and opportunities of citizenship. Another term that has since changed from its
original meaning to be equal. Some use it as a synonym of equitable, but it is hardly that.
Equitable is often not to give people the same portions, but rather to give what is proportionate to
the efforts of each (Novak, 2009).
Progressive Agenda. The ‘Progressive Agenda’ developed first around labor when
citizens shifted from growing their own food to working in factories. Novak explains that this
began as people began to solely rely on their wages to live—workers became so dependent on
their employers they lost their rural independence. In this context, Novak illustrates that the
‘Progressive Agenda’ was to "right" some of the wrongs.
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1.11 Discussion
Sergiovanni (1996) posits that the roots of school leadership are situated in serving the
common good and relying on moral leadership. Spiritual Leadership shares this basic tenet of
service addressing the common good through morality, ethics, and social justice. Fry (2003),
Sanders (2007), and Hyson (2013) all describe success as serving others with love and not
leading by fear. They describe “successful” leaders as those interested in the success of others
over climbing a ladder of individual accomplishment. The successful leader understands that
they are merely a means to an end and belong to a community that has faith in something larger
than themselves (Stanley, 2008). The true basis of Christianity is not religion or rules, but
freedom in Jesus Christ when your life’s work is focused on serving and helping others. This
focus is how an authentic Christian educator can develop spiritual and servant leadership roles
within any educational setting. This is how I situate myself in this study.
The purpose of this study is to analyze the impact spiritual leadership and servant
leadership has on a community of students as well as their teacher, and how these relationships
have developed over time. A secondary research question to be addressed is, within these
relationships, has SDT been realized? Has the teacher as a servant leader created an educational
space where self-determination (as defined in Deci’s theory) been reached?
This autoethnographic study seeks to illustrate the impact five particular students have
had on my growth of spiritual leadership and servant leadership throughout my growth as a
professional educator. This study would also provide an inside lens of the struggles I
encountered as an educator with continued pressure to produce student results through rigor,
testing, and curriculum reform, while downplaying the building of relationships with students.
While specific to my struggles, much of what I have encountered can provide a touch point for
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others who also teach at the secondary level. As an autoethnography, this is my story which may
resonate with other educators.
1.12 Summary
This chapter included a purpose for the study, a theoretical frame, and an overview of
leadership styles. In Chapter 2, I present a review of literature significant to this study. In
Chapter 3, I will outline an autoethnographic study situated in a South Louisiana high school and
centered on how my personal convictions influence how I provide servant and spiritual
leadership as a teacher.
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CHAPTER TWO. LITERATURE REVIEW
In my experience, the type of leadership framework used in education has a resounding
impact on student learning and the learning environment. It is one of the most controllable yet
misunderstood elements in a learning environment and is, for the most part, widely
misrepresented. School leadership is second only to teaching among school factors when it
comes to its impact on student learning (Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004). The
type of model implemented within the educational setting defines the type of leader you are and
the learning environment that is created. Depending on the faculty, staff, and students, the model
implemented will have a definite effect on the outcomes.
This literature review will focus on six leadership models in educational leadership:
instructional, distributed, transformational, integrated, spiritual, and servant leadership. Although
many of these models are based on principal leadership, each model can be applied to teacher
leadership within the classroom setting.
The Council of Chief State School Officers produced the Model Principal Supervisor
Professional Standards that outlines key educational leadership standards to measure
effectiveness in 2015. These “standards reflect interdependent domains, qualities, and values of
leadership work that research and practice suggest are integral to student success” (Council of
Chief State School Officers [CCSSO], 2015, p. 4), and are as follows:


Develop, advocate, and enact a shared mission, vision, and core values of highquality education and academic success and well-being of each student.



Act ethically and according to professional norms to promote each student’s
academic success and well-being.

29



Strive for equity of educational opportunity and culturally responsible practices to
promote each student’s academic success and well-being.



Develop and support intellectually rigorous and coherent systems of curriculum,
instruction, and assessment to promote each student’s academic success and wellbeing.



Cultivate an inclusive, caring, and supportive school community that promotes the
academic success and well-being of each student.



Develop the professional capacity and practice of school personnel to promote
each student’s academic success and well-being.



Engage families and the community in meaningful, reciprocal, and mutually
beneficial ways to promote each student’s academic success and well-being.



Manage school operations and resources to promote each student’s academic
success and well-being.



Act as agents of continuous improvement to promote each student’s academic
success and well-being.

These standards describe a framework that encapsulates the ideal educational learning
community. Educational leaders struggle with time management, inadequate resources, and
overcrowded schools, among other issues. These issues can lead to “burn out” and demotivated
leaders. “The chance of any reform improving student learning is remote unless district and
school leaders agree with its purposes and appreciate what is required to make it work”
(Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004, p. 2).
Leithwood’s project investigates effective educational leadership by asking five questions
and reviewing available evidence: (1) What effect does successful leadership have on student
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learning? (2) How should the competing forms of leadership visible in the literature be
reconciled? (3) Is there a common set of “basic” leadership practices used by successful leaders
in most circumstances? (4) What else, beyond the basics, is required for successful leadership?
(5) How does successful leadership exercise its influence on the learning of students? I will use
these questions to analyze the effectiveness of each leadership model in educational spaces.
2.1 Instructional Leadership
Marks & Printy (2003) conveys that instructional leadership was developed during the
effective school movement of the 1980s where the principal was viewed as the primary source of
educational expertise. The most common model of leadership in public schools is instructional
leadership, which is driven by test scores and the curriculum. This type of leadership is built on a
pyramid framework where the principal represents an educational expertise that flows
downward. However, this type of leadership does not take in to account the valuable information
teachers have about their students. With the understanding of the students’ abilities and how they
learn, teachers should have the authority to make instructional decisions (Marks & Printy, 2003;
Hallinger, 1992; Syke, 1990).
Instructional leadership encourages a focus on improving the classroom practices of
teachers as the direction for the school (Leithwood et al., 2004). Marks and Printy (2003)
articulate that shared instructional leadership is an inclusive concept compatible with
experienced teachers, but may fall short of its maximum effectiveness with newer teachers. The
most notable model is Hallinger’s model of instructional leadership. Hallinger’s model has three
dimensions; (1) Defining the School’s Mission, (2) Managing the Instructional Program, and (3)
Promoting a Positive Learning Climate, each containing ten leadership practices (Hallinger,
2005).
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The focus of four of the eight standards represented in the principal supervisor
professional standards is to support the principal’s capacity for instructional leadership. The
standard identifies instructional leadership as the primary role of principal supervisors (CCSSO,
2015).
In a 2014 study, Bickmore and Sulentic Dowell question the impact instructional
leadership has on charter schools in Louisiana. In instructional leadership, the principal leads the
development and support of a school mission and manages the instructional program. Bickmore
and Sulentic Dowell found that principals at the two charter schools struggled with basic
components of instructional leadership. Bickmore and Sulentic Dowell enlighten readers by
stating, “The unique nature of charter schools as a market-driven entity, the sheer volume of
tasks required of the principal, and the lack of organizational support for managing the school
hijacked the time that these two principals had to actually focus on instructional issues” (p. 860).
Through interviews within the study, it was apparent the lack of experience the principal had in
providing instructional support decreased the morale of teachers. “Leadership that develops
teachers’ instructional capacity, as well as a culture where teachers feel that they collaboratively
have an impact on students, appears to be prominent in improving student outcomes” (Bickmore
& Sulentic Dowell, 2014, p. 845).
Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom (2004) explain in their review that
“instructional leader” as a term is nothing more than a slogan, tossed around academic arenas.
“While it certainly conveys the importance of keeping teaching and learning at the forefront of
decision making, it is no more meaningful, in and of itself, than admonishing the leader of any
organization to keep his or her eye on the organizational ‘ball’ (Leithwood et al., 2004, p. 4). The
instructional leadership model is an important piece in educational leadership, but is not the end-
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all when it comes to addressing all of the needs principals will face as educational leaders.
Models also exist that share decision-making and responsibility other than the classic
instructional leadership model. One example is the distributed leadership model.
2.2 Distributed Leadership
Distributed leadership builds on the foundation that the school environment is divided
among tasks, where each stakeholder has a role and will lead a campaign fulfilling whichever
role they need. This type of leadership leads to teacher leadership teams and specific tasks that
require appointments beyond the head administrator. This structure resembles more of a web of
educators, replacing a pyramid—top to bottom—structure where the principal is the top of the
pyramid and information and expertise is filtered downward through assistant administrators to
the teachers.
Distributive leadership focuses on the leadership community at a school and not an
individual person such as a principal. Distributive leadership focuses on how leadership practice
is distributed among both positional and informal leaders (Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond,
2001). Enacting leadership tasks is often distributed across multiple leaders in a school,
including principals, assistant principals, curriculum specialists, and classroom teachers (Spillane
et al., 2001).
In the distributed view, leadership practice is constituted in the interaction of leaders and
their social and material situations (Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2001). It argues for the
development of rich theoretical knowledge from practice that is context-sensitive and taskspecific. The distributed perspective also suggests that intervening to improve school leadership
by focusing exclusively or chiefly on building the knowledge of an individual leader in a school
setting may not be the most effective way to use resources. If expertise is distributed, then the
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school, rather the individual, may be the most appropriate unit for thinking about the
development of leadership expertise (Spillane, Halverson, & Diamond, 2001). In contrast,
Leithwood et al. (2004) believe the idea of distributive leadership beyond the common-sense
notion that principals and administrative teams cannot complete leadership roles alone has more
of an impact on student learning is inconclusive because “leadership developers would do well to
adopt a more conservative attitude toward the concept until more evidence can provide a clearer
understanding of it actual impact on schools and students” (p. 5).
Thus far, the instructional leadership model and the distributed leadership model have
been presented and described. Yet another model is the transformational leadership model which
shares some characteristics with the distributed leadership model.
2.3 Transformational Leadership
Transformational leadership provides intellectual direction and aims at innovating within
the organization, while empowering and supporting teachers as full partners in decision-making
(Leithwood, 1994). Transformational leadership focuses on problem-finding, problem-solving,
and collaborating with stakeholders with the goal of improving organizational performance
(Marks & Printy, 2003; Hallinger, 1992). The importance of developing followers to their fullest
potential extends the concept of transformational leadership. Transformational leadership draws
attention to a broader array of school and classroom conditions that may need to change if
learning is to improve (Leithwood, Louis, Anderson, & Wahlstrom, 2004).
Marks and Printy (2003) highlight nine functions of transformational leadership designed
by Leithwood et al., which are clustered into three areas. The mission centered function develops
a widely shared vision for the school and builds a consensus about school goals and priorities.
The performance centered function holds high performance expectations, providing

34

individualized support while also supplying intellectual stimulation. The culture centered
function models’ organizational values, strengthens a productive school culture, builds
collaborative cultures and creates structures for participation in school decisions.
Transformational leaders influence followers beyond the organization goal set with an
attempt to reach the full potential of the individual and in turn advances the organization beyond
its initial vision (Printy, Marks, & Bowers, 2009). The connection between individual wants and
needs and public values is at the heart of transformational leadership (Mavrinac, 2005, p. 504)
Transformational leadership is a moral undertaking as transformational leaders work
towards a noble vision, act with authenticity and honesty, adopt a growth mindset, and promote
creativity and new ideas. Transformational leadership is also the closest model to spiritual
leadership based on the work of J. Oswald Sanders. Transformational leadership changes or
transforms the very nature of an organization (Mavrinac, 2005). Transformational change is a
non-linear engagement between leaders and followers to create solutions to organizational
challenges (Mavrinac, 2005).
Instructional leadership, distributed leadership, and transformational leadership models
have distinctive features, yet can share certain aspects; another prevailing model in in US K-12
schools is integrated leadership.
2.4 Integrated Leadership
Shared instructional leadership involves the active collaboration of principals and
teachers on curriculum, instruction, and assessment (Marks & Printy, 2003). The integrated
leadership model is situated at the intersection of transformational and instructional leadership.
Also known as a “democratic” or “participative” leadership models, integrated leadership is
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concerned with how decisions are made about school priorities and how the school should pursue
those priorities.
In 2009, Marks, Printy, and Bowers followed up and extended their earlier work with a
study to investigate how principals and teachers mutually contribute to leadership specifically in
high-performing schools. These researchers’ findings substantiated previous findings that when
principals and teacher leaders integrate transformational and instructional leadership, the school
community prospers. Marks, Printy, and Bowers (2009) explain, “principals who are
transformational leaders play a key role in establishing the school as an intellectual environment,
and teachers—in sharing the responsibility for transformational leadership—enhance the
intellectual atmosphere” (p. 505). Analysis from this study focused on seven schools where
principals exercised high levels of transformational and shared instructional leadership. When
shared transformational leadership and shared instructional leadership converge, it can inspire
and motivate students to reach performance levels beyond expectations in much the same way
that leaders influence followers to greater efforts (Bass, 1985). In establishing the kinds of
relationships that are conducive to improving instructional quality and creating conditions that
support the academic progress of students, teachers and principals activate their transformational
and instructional influence (Printy et al., 2009).
Marks and Printy (2003) argue against a purely instructional model when they explain the
integration of transformational leadership and instructional leadership. Because teachers possess
critical information about their students and their individual learning needs, teachers need
discretionary authority to make their own curricular and instructional decisions (Marks & Printy
2003; Hallinger, 1992; Sykes, 1990). Leithwood, Patten, and Jantzi (2010) indicate a new
framework design based on a study conducted at the University of Toronto. They describe
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leadership influence as flowing along Four Paths (Rational, Emotions, Organizational, and
Family) toward student learning. Leaders can increase learning by improving conditions of the
selected variables on each of the paths. Leithwood, Patten, and Jantzi (2010) reported that 43%
of the variation in student achievement can be explained by the Four Paths model. With this
claim, it is worth briefly identifying these pathways and how they may guide leadership practices
in the future.
The Rational Path. Exercising a positive influence on these variables calls on leaders’
knowledge about the curriculum, problem-solving, and leadership practices. An example of
positively influencing the rational path would be giving timely feedback on assessments
(Leithwood et al., 2010).
The Emotions Path. This path includes feelings and dispositions of staff both individually
and collectively about school-related matters. Leithwood notes that the rational and emotions
paths are highly interdependent.
The Organizational Path. The organizational path covers standard operating procedures,
policies, and structures and the variables deal with teacher working conditions, instructional
time, etc. Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) are identified within the organizational
path.
The Family Path. The family path is often labeled the external environment and is
estimated to have as much as 50% of the variation in student achievement (Kyriakides &
Creemers, 2008). Example variables within this path are based on adult support or computer
access in the home.
In Leithwood, Patten, and Jantzi’s (2010) study of the four paths, a distributed
leadership model was conceptualized above the instructional leadership model. This led to
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Leithwood et al. hypothesizing that the strongest direct effects of leadership will be on variables
representing the rational path (Leithwood et al., 2010, p. 684).
Where the integrated leadership model focuses on a collaborated effort of stakeholders,
transformational leadership is focused on developing and the transformation of individuals.
Transformational leadership is most similar to servant and spiritual leadership due to the
strategic focus and strong emphasis on building relationships and developing people.
2.5 Basics of Successful Leadership
Comparing educational and spiritual leadership models will seem more transparent when
successful leadership practices are defined. Leithwood (2004) identifies three “basics” of
successful leadership. The first is setting directions. Setting directions means having goals,
which creates purpose and vision and helps with building a sense of identity for stakeholders
within the school. The second is developing people. Administrators’ ability to develop
relationships with faculty and staff are a major influencer on the motivation of teachers. The
capacity to develop faculty, staff, and students is a foundation of spiritual leadership. The third is
redesigning the organization. Organizational conditions, also known as the learning
environment, may wear down teachers and prevent best practices for teaching. A redesign of the
learning environment must support teachers and students, and those changes should match the
improvement within the school.
Leithwood (2010) posits questions (as aforementioned) that must be considered to gauge
effective educational leadership practices: What effects does successful leadership have on
student learning? and, How should the competing forms of leadership visible in the literature be
reconciled? as well as, Is there a common set of “basic” leadership practices used by successful
leaders in most circumstances? plus, What else, beyond the basics, is required for successful
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leadership? and including, How does successful leadership exercise its influence on the learning
of students?
These questions have a significant difference to the focus of Hallinger’s (2005)
instructional leader dimensions: (1) defining the school’s mission, (2) managing the instructional
program, and (3) promoting a positive learning climate. Where Leithwood’s (2010) pragmatic
approach to the study of leadership and its influence on students, Hallinger’s dimensions are
focused on the leader’s organizational focus on the school itself.
Differing from Hallinger’s (2005) model and Leithwood’s (2010) approach to leadership,
spiritual leadership’s focal point is squarely on relationships that will develop individuals in a
similar yet different way than transformational leadership. In this study I focus on how
relationships can strengthen school leaders as well as students.
In this next section, I explicate on the unique features of servant leadership. As well, I
suggest why this model has emerged at the model that best describe my style and fits my path.
2.6 Servant Leadership
In his seminal work, Servant Leadership: A Journey into the Nature of Legitimate Power
& Greatness, Greenleaf (1977) asks a pivotal question to spiritual and servant leaders that also
frames the essence of servant leadership:
Who is the enemy? Who is holding back more rapid movement to the better society that
is reasonable and possible with available resources? Not evil people. Not stupid people.
Not apathetic people. Not the “system.” Not the protesters, the disrupters, the
revolutionaries, the reactionaries. The real enemy is fuzzy thinking on the part of good,
intelligent, vital people, and their failure to lead, and to follow servants as leaders. Too
many settle for being critics and experts. There is too much intellectual wheel spinning,
too much retreating into “research,” too little preparation for and willingness to undertake
the hard and high-risk tasks of building better institutions in an imperfect world, too little
disposition to see “the problem” as residing in here and not out there. [pp. 58-59]
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To understand the power in the servant is to understand an individual as one who accepts
responsibility within the role of leadership. What Greenleaf explicates is that, if you have the
opportunity and the ability to make a difference, it is your moral obligation to do so. His issue is
with those people who have the opportunity and the ability, and decide do nothing, as well as
those who use their position to criticize others and ignores the action needed for the greater good.
In the scope of education, Greenleaf (1977) faults the “whole educational enterprise on
three major points” (p. 176) when it comes to inadequate preparation of servant leaders. First,
Greenleaf faults the educational system for refusing to offer preparation for leadership to those
that they identify as having the potential to lead. Secondly, Greenleaf questions the manipulation
of educators toward social mobility. He warns against the motivation to escape lower socioeconomic classes and transcend upward through socio-economic status. “I would like to see the
opportunity offered, at both secondary and college levels, for the poor to be prepared to return to
their roots and become leaders among the disadvantaged” (p. 177). Thirdly, Greenleaf questions
the state of confusion in education when it comes to teaching values and morality, even in
private ‘religious’ schools. Where values and morality are subjective in scope to the belief
systems in which they are developed, the true servant leader should not question its impact on
society. Morality is the line between right and wrong. What is good for the majority of a society
and the ethical considerations that come from answering that question can be debatable. True
morality is not what is only good for the majority, or minority in some cases, but what is right or
wrong on an individual basis. As a teacher of ten years and possessing five advanced degrees, it
would be immoral of me to use my education or skills to only help students I deem worthy of my
time, or even the majority of students in my classroom. As a servant leader capable of helping
everyone on an individual basis, it is my obligation to do so.
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Greenleaf suggests that these points stand in the way of educational systems preparing
future leaders by assuming a role of credentialing. “Thomas Jefferson would not allow the
University of Virginia to give degrees as long as he was rector. He believed that degrees were
pretentious and he wanted only students for whom learning was sufficient enough motivation.”
(1977, p. 178). The final ‘liability’ that Greenleaf identifies is the fact that collegiate (or
postsecondary) education has expanded to a ‘buyer’s market governing body.’ He claims this
stunts innovation, and ‘sells out’ (for lack of better term) control of academic policy. Many
recent shifts in higher education may point to this ‘sell out’ including the preponderance of
online learning (Allen & Seaman, 2013), the view of internationalization as exploitation of
international students (Khoo, Tylor, & Andreotti, 2016; Lee & Rice, 2007; Stromquist, 2007),
and the privatization and commodification of PK-12 education and subsequent dismantling of
Schools and Colleges of Education (Apple, 2012; Berliner & Glass, 2014; Ravitch & Kohn,
2014; Schneider, 2014; Schneider, 2015).
Most programs were created in good faith to help less advantaged groups, but have been
abused or misused by individuals and private organizations, as well as universities that misuse
these programs for profit, instead of student benefit. As a servant leader there is no gray line on
the moral responsibility within these situations. If the organization is making decisions based on
making profits, over the individual interest of student growth, the common good is negated. To
serve is to put someone else’s needs and interests before your own. There is usually a cost
associated with servant leadership, some financial, but most of all, it is a cost of time. The
reward for being a servant leader is not measured by financial institutions, but by the strength of
their relationships with others.
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Spiritual leadership in action looks like servant leadership from an outside lens.
Internally, a calling to be a part of something larger than yourself, is where spirituality and
motivation intersect, then become one.
2.7 Spiritual Leadership
Sanders, author of Spiritual Leadership admits, “Spirituality is not easy to define, but you
can tell when it is present” (2007, p. 5). Sanders simplifies the definition of leadership as the
ability of one person to influence others to follow. Sanders explains that spiritual leadership
blends natural and spiritual qualities yet transcends the power of personality and all other natural
gifts. Spiritual leadership relies on something beyond the person. Spiritual leadership requires
superior spiritual power, which cannot be created by the individual (Sanders, 2007).
Sanders (2007, p. 29) contends that we can only lead others as far along the road as we
ourselves have traveled. He illustrates this with a chart (Figure 2.1) that explains the contrasts of
natural and spiritual leadership, presented here:
Natural Leadership
Self-confident
Knows men
Makes own decisions
Ambitious
Creates methods
Enjoys command
Seeks personal reward

Spiritual Leadership
Confident in God
Also knows God
Seeks God’s will
Humble
Follows God’s example
Delights in obedience
Loves God and others

Figure 2.1. Comparing and Contrasting Natural Leadership and Spiritual Leadership- Sanders
(2007, p. 29)

Fry (2003) defines spiritual leadership as containing the values, attitudes, and behaviors
that are necessary to intrinsically motivate one’s self and others, so that they have a sense of
spiritual calling. Like Sanders (2007) and Greenleaf (1977), Fry (2003) is linking the motivation
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to serve as a spiritual phenomenon. Fry expands on Sanders’ identification of characteristics of
spiritual leaders by identifying actions that organizations should undertake in order to create
Deci’s (2012) autonomous motivational environment. Fry addresses two components that
organizations must do to fulfill this amongst its members: (1) create a vision wherein
organization members experience a sense of calling—their life has meaning and they make a
difference, and (2) establish a social/organizational culture based on altruistic love—unselfishly
concerned for or devoted to the welfare of others—whereby leaders and followers have genuine
care, concern, and appreciation for both self and others, This, in turn, produces a sense of
membership, understanding, and appreciation (Fry, 2003).
On the opening day of school in my 10th year teaching, my introductory topic to a social
studies class was on cooperation. The discussion on cooperation led to a discussion on
relationships in which cooperation is necessary. This activity gave students an opportunity to
identify with others, and built a sense of ownership and responsibility they have with those
relationships and individuals whom they communicate with on a daily basis.
This small but significant activity began the seeds of an autonomous classroom, before
any social studies content was delivered. Despite the pressures I often feel to focus on instruction
and maximize instructional time, I know that relationship building pays dividends and sends a
powerful message to students with whom I am entrusted to teach. My focus on relationship
building stems from my spirituality, and my insistence that I treat students as individuals.
Students must know they mean something and have value before they can ever perform at a level
consistent with their ability.
In the early part of my teaching career, I accomplished this autonomous motivational
learning environment without actually knowing what I was doing. The end result was proof that
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spiritual leadership can address student needs and increase academic performance. A total of 14
students who were labeled with behavioral issues, truancy cases, and low reading and math skills
graduated with a general education diploma out of 16 possible cases. I was called to spend as
much time and effort with them, to give because I could and in my view, I should. My principal
jokingly, but accurately, explained I taught myself out of a job. I had eliminated the entire need
for the program by motivating the students to graduate in one year. I was moved the following
year to a math basics class where I was not able to duplicate this success.
Although I created new relationships with more students in the math class and attempted
to create the autonomy of the classroom, I was not aware that it was the depth of the
relationships I built with the GED students that motivated them to achieve beyond what they
were known to be capable of acquiring. The school just understood that I had taught them basic
math skills to graduate. It was not until my graduate research on spiritual leadership and
mentoring that I was able to pinpoint what had transpired in that early part of my career. These
high-risk students did not only need more skills training, they just needed someone to truly
believe that they were worth spending time on, and in time, they started to believe it themselves.
2.8 Spiritual Intelligence
Fry (2003) illustrates that spiritual leadership is necessary for the transformation and
continued success of a learning organization. He contends that leadership frameworks address
physical, mental, and emotional elements of human interaction, but neglect the spiritual
elements. In an interview with an international literary journal for public radio, Fry posits that
the journey begins with the realization that leaders must lead from love rather than fear
(Quiddity, 2012, p. 67). This is the basis of Spiritual Leadership Theory (SLT). Fry’s SLT (2003,
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p. 71) is based on a need for “calling, purpose, and membership”—concurrent with the needs
addressed in Deci’s SDT, which are needs for autonomy, competence, and relatedness.
So how do you measure spiritual leadership? Hyson (2013) claims the answer is with
spiritual intelligence. “Spiritually intelligent leaders (SQLs) use Spiritual intelligence (SQi) to
develop leadership skills beyond emotional intelligence” (Goleman, Boyatzis, & McKee, 2002;
Hyson, 2013). Hyson defines spiritual intelligence as a way of measuring a person's
understanding of how spiritual intelligence improves leadership skills. This SQ refers to the
individual's degree of spiritual development in themselves and the impact it has on those around
him or her. When identifying the attributes of the most notable leaders, certain characteristics are
connected with spiritual well-being—loving, kindness, forgiving, peaceful, etc. All of these
characteristics are found within spiritual leaders, successful school leaders, and mentors.
Hyson’s SQ model has 21 skills that can be assessed at five levels of proficiency. Once
identified, they can be measured and developed. (See Figure 2.2)
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Self/ Self-Awareness
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Universal Awareness

Awareness of own worldview
Awareness of life purpose (mission)
Awareness of own values hierarchy
Complexity of inner thought
Awareness of ego-self and higher self

6. Awareness of interconnectedness of
life
7. Awareness of world views of others
8. Breadth of time perception
9. Awareness of limitations/power of
human perception
10. Awareness of Spiritual Laws
11. Experience of transcendent oneness
Social Mastery/ Spiritual Presence

Self/Self- Mastery
12. Commitment to spiritual growth
13. Keeping Higher Self in charge
14. Living your purpose and values
15. Sustaining faith
16. Seeking guidance from spiritual

17. Wise and effective mentor/teacher
18. Wise and effective leader/change
agent
19. Make of wise and compassionate
decisions
20. Calming, healing presence
21. Being aligned to the ebb and flow of
life

Figure 2.2. The 21 attributes of spiritually intelligent leaders (SQLs) Hyson (2013, p. 111)

2.9 Spirituality and Mentoring
Hyson defines spirituality as the innate drive to connect to something external, and
greater than yourself, which lifts you beyond narrow self-interest and helps you to see a deeper
interconnectivity to one another and to the world. “It is not the same as religion—a set of defined
and organized ritualistic beliefs and their institutional enactment” (2013, p. 110).
To Evangelical Christians, mentoring is defined as disciple-making, as building upon
high-quality relationships. School relationships between educators and students need the same
mutual respect for learning to flourish. You must sacrifice personal gain and focus on serving
others, especially 21st-century students, who often find themselves without positive role models
to follow. A culture built on self-centeredness and self-gratifying immediacy has created an
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epidemic of abandoned high school students. The sense of belonging to something greater is a
major aspect of spiritual leadership and mentoring. Applying the tenets of disciple-making in my
school and teaching contexts provided me with the skill sets to develop rapport, get to know my
students as individuals, and establish and nurture relationships.
Spiritual leaders and mentors possess the four cornerstones of the SQLs as defined and
described in Hyson’s research (2013) on spiritual intelligence. These leaders have an uncommon
awareness of time and space, show tolerance of imperfection, live servant leadership, and radiate
peace. Spiritual leaders want to know those they work with are respected and valued as team
members within a community, as do most good leaders. I’m not quite there yet, but it is a goal to
which I aspire.
Munroe, author and president of the International Leadership Training Institute, explains
that nothing succeeds, transforms, develops, or advances without leadership. 4It is a central
necessity of our world. In his book The Power of Character in Leadership: How values, morals,
ethics, and principles affect leaders, Munroe describes a “moral force” that is absent from 21st
century leadership. He explains, “We have these skilled people in positions of power, with an
ample supply of potential leaders. Yet the leaders who are trying to keep their nations,
companies, organizations, and families from sinking are either lacking, or deficient in, that vital
element of character” (2014, p. 10). Munroe identifies purpose, conviction, vision, passion,
inspiration, influence, and leadership as elements absolutely necessary to form leaders with
character. This is where spiritual leadership and mentoring practices bridge and connect learning
and motivation for me on an individual level by teaching.
The lacking of moral force can be found in closer communities than world leaders and
powerful companies. As a football coach of ten years, I experienced many colleagues that can be
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identified as what Ehrmann (2011) describes as transactional coaches in his book InSide Out
Coaching. I would argue that coaching extracurricular activities beyond the classroom may have
more of an impact on students and leadership, yet many miss the opportunities associated with
sports leadership by being a transactional coach, rather than a transformational coach.
The difference is substantial. Transactional coaches want the top performance for athletes
for an extrinsic reward, mainly a winning record. Transformational coaches are building upon
the greater good of the student athlete. Winning is the byproduct of transformational coaching,
not the goal. Within transformational coaching and leadership, you can easily find similarities
with spiritual and servant leadership. Spiritual and servant leadership actively leading as a
transformational coach, focus on the growth of the follower not the leader. Where wins and
losses define a transactional coach’s success, the spiritual servant leader/coach measure success
by observing the success of the student athlete.
One of the most prominent spiritual leaders of the sports world was UCLA basketball
coach Wooden. Wooden once said, “a coach ought to be interested in people and their welfare.
Such an interest best comes from a foundation of spirituality” (2010, p. 91). A student manager
of Wooden’s described his former coach. “There was only one of him. Wooden on the practice
floor was the same John Wooden on the campus. And the John Wooden on the campus was the
same John Wooden at home” (p. 75). Wooden is arguably known as one of the greatest coaches
ever, across all sports, because of his character and consistency of his ability to lead with a
servant’s heart. Wooden is the greatest modern-day example of a transformational coach, as well
as a spiritual and servant leader. His teachings inspire coaches across the US and motivate
current student athletes to build positive character while competing at the top level. Wooden’s
spiritual calling to pass on knowledge of character and morality far exceeded his calling to coach
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basketball skills, yet Wooden is still the winningest basketball coach in NCAA history with 18
national championships at UCLA. Wooden’s inspirational wisdom on character building and
morality was inspired by Christian leaders of his generation. In this regard, I wanted to know
what Christian leaders of today thought about character and morality.
It is important to identify and define the definition of morality. Munroe’s explanation
defines morality as a synonym with goodness, correctness, or a lean towards the greater good.
The 21st century culture, however, has associated moralism with religious laws in which
judgment is cast. Chandler, Teaching Pastor at Village Church in Texas, explains that moralism
is not the Gospel. In his book Explicit Gospel, he tells a story of his early days of being a
Christian at a camp and singing songs about God hating liars. Knowing he was a liar himself,
Chandler realized that although many positive things came from the experience, what impacted
him the most was that statement. “This simple song about God hating liars created in me what it
aimed to: a desire not to lie in order to win the affection of God.” (2012, p. 203) Chandler
defines moralistic therapeutic deism as the idea that we may earn favor with God and justify
ourselves by the level of virtue found in our own behavior. This is the opposite of the Christian
Gospel message in which Christ has already done everything for us. The constant pressure to
“behave well” or “follow a rule set” will not train spiritual leaders, because the performance to
earn favor has returned the focal point of advantage on the leader instead of those God has
chosen for us to lead.
To build upon the leadership models in education, I consider Maxwell’s 5 Levels of
Leadership. Maxwell describes 5 levels that a leader may (or may not) evolve into based on
personal growth, circumstance, etc. These levels are illustrated within a pyramid diagram with
level one representing the base of the pyramid and level five being at the pinnacle. Maxwell’s
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book is used in corporate training around the world, but the concepts can be connected to
relationships between administrators and faculty staff, as well as teachers to students. Those
leaders with spiritual leadership characteristics will identify most with level four, as mentoring
others for the “greater good.” This is the center focus of spiritual leadership.
Level one is labeled Positional. This is usually the starting point of young, inexperienced
leaders. You have “rights” as a leader because of the title but people only follow because they
have to. This gets the least production from people. I experienced this level of leadership as an
inexperienced professional sports executive. I had zero training on how to lead a professional
sports team, yet found ways under fire to develop skills. The title of general manager made me
the person to go to when issues arose, but without the experience and training needed to solve
those problems, my leadership never developed beyond this point.
Level two, Permission, is building with relationships and is the foundation of all
leadership. The leader has connected with people, and now those people follow because they
want to. I developed the second level of leadership quickly in my teaching career due to the way
I was able to easily communicate with students. The permission level, also could be labeled trust,
due to the fact that students, or followers in this case, must trust the leader before permission is
given.
Level three, Production, is based on results and the leader, due to experience, has become
an example for others to follow because of what they have been able to accomplish within the
organization. I have been blessed enough to reach this level of leadership with some teachers. I
was honored in 2015 to be named not only our school teacher of the year, but the teacher of the
year for our parish. This award has allowed me to serve the parish social studies teachers during
professional development opportunities. Working with the parish for the past three years has
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allowed me to take ownership of this level. The production level is only held with those that hold
my accomplishments with regard, so I feel that it is specific to those that experience professional
development that I lead.
Level four is People Developing. Actively, this is where leaders want to be, where
developing people and training those individuals to train others. Leaders accomplish this by
recruiting, positioning, and equipping those individuals well. On an educational level, I have
reached this level of leadership with students whom with I have mentoring relationships.
Although Maxwell’s definition of people developing is more about groups of people as a whole,
the level of leadership can still be identified by individual mentoring and discipleship training.
Level five is the highest of Maxwell’s levels of leadership. The Pinnacle is based solely
on respect as the leader has accomplished this over a lifetime, and those who want to follow do
so because of the legacy created by the leader (Maxwell, 2011). I have not reached this level of
leadership, and in truth, some leaders may never reach this level of leadership. This does not
mean their life in educational leadership has been a failure.
Of Maxwell’s five levels of leadership, an individual in multiple leadership roles can
represent multiple levels at the same time with different followers. For example, a newly
appointed teacher leader maybe at a positional level with veteran teachers with more experience,
a permission level with students in the classroom, a production level with administrators, and a
people building level with individual students in which the teacher leads and guides them beyond
classroom curriculum. I have experienced the first four levels of leadership with different
individuals and groups in the 10 years I have been in education.
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2.10 Discussion
Sergiovanni (1992) mentions building a covenant in his text Moral Leadership: “When
purpose, social contract, and local school autonomy becomes the basis of schooling, two
important things happen. The school is transformed from an organization to a covenantal
community, and the basis of authority changes from an emphasis on bureaucratic and
psychological authority to moral authority” (p. 102). Building a covenant is a spiritual leadership
foundation. Sanders describes this as spiritual tone. If leaders show their colleagues leadership
methods to improve success, that person’s sense of fulfillment will be reflected in an
improvement in the quality of that person’s work. It also creates a positive learning (or work)
environment that promotes motivation within the individual in the service of others. I have
identified several experiences as examples above. Starting with the amotivated students that
passed the GED due to this positive learning environment implemented, through the latest
integration of character and personal development lessons within the social studies curriculum.
All of which are motivated by a spiritual desire to serve others and develop people beyond their
own expectations.
2.11 Summary
In this chapter I reviewed the literature, which features research surrounding leadership
theories. I have identified the four basic forms of educational leadership and how they operate. I
then identified and discussed servant leadership, spiritual leadership, and the role mentoring
plays in motivation. Chapter 3 presents an autoethnographic study situated in a South Louisiana
high school centered on how my personal convictions influence how I provide servant and
spiritual leadership as a teacher.
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CHAPTER THREE. METHODOLOGY
“Qualitative research is an approach for exploring and understanding the meaning
individuals or groups attribute to a social or human problem” (Creswell, 2014, p. 4). This process
of research involves using data collection strategies such as observations and reflections
examining relationships among variables that can be measured and analyzed. The choice of
approach and design within qualitative research is a union between the researcher and the
researched.
3.1 Study Design
As my philosophy on the purpose of education shifted to focus on spiritual leadership and
experiences within the public education system, the type of research methodology I considered
also shifted from a quantitative design to a qualitative design. In November 2017 completed a
class assignment in a qualitative methodology class that planted a seed for this dissertation. This
purpose of this pilot study was to explore and gain an understanding of the role spiritual leaders
have on educational settings and motivating students. A fellow collogue had begun a mentoring
program with our basketball student athletes, and I was able to interview him and a few players
to measure the impact of the pre-season program. After coding the transcript, I found several
underlying themes that are of interest and pertain to the current research. These themes connect
together to address what Coach felt was a need not only in his athletic program, but in what he
called the “high-risk community.” Those themes were leadership, communication, and
relationships.
Leadership: Leadership is the most prominent theme of the pilot study. Coach used a
leadership curriculum of 6-8 lessons to attempt to increase communication and understanding of
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his athletes. He felt responsibly as a coach as part of an expectation that the athletes should be “a
better leader” yet no one teaches them the skills needed to become the expectation. Coach then
took it upon himself to find that curriculum that would lead to that expectation and he believes
he has succeeded.
Communication: Communication was the second most prominent theme of the
interview. Communication as a skill was what Coach was hoping to increase, foremost on the
court during a basketball game, but also within his team unit. Face to face communication skills
are highly lacking in students of the 21st century, especially with the new use of technology.
Verbal skills specifically are usually weaknesses and that is the specific communication Coach
was willing to address. This was the biggest visual and verbal increase he was able to measure in
practices, the players being willing to communicate directions so they act as one unit, instead of
individuals.
Relationships: Relationships seemed to be the third most prominent of the interview,
almost as if it became a byproduct of the program and not a focal point. This information in
which Coach said he would focus on during the next opportunity to work on a program like this.
Relationships as a theme emerged in two separate places within the organization. One, it
emerged within the understanding of Coach and his mentor/tutors. These were the adults who
volunteered to work with his basketball team. The second was within the basketball team and
community itself. Students, athletes and non-athletes, use verbal communication to tear down a
person, as a joke or ridicule, within the comradery of fun and games within a team. This team
after the program seemed to play with these types of words less, and began to build up their
teammates.
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Figure 3.1: Atlas.ti report created by Scott McKneely Blanchard on Nov 13, 2017

Autoethnography offered the ability to seek depth and understanding of a complex
experience and transformation as my life and career path shifted. Without a conscious effort to
do so, I began to examine my path and what I accomplished as a leader. Instead of studying
others, I became interested in studying myself.
Worldviews arise based on discipline orientations, educator partialities, and past
experiences with research practices (Creswell, 2014). Creswell defines worldviews, sometimes
known as paradigms, as general philosophical orientations about the world and the nature of
research that a researcher brings to the study because “we always bring certain beliefs and
philosophical assumptions to our research” (Creswell & Poth, 2018, p. 15). Philosophy means
the use of abstract ideas and beliefs that inform research. Qualitative researchers must know the
importance of understanding the beliefs that inform research as well as write about them as part
of the research process. An overview created by Denzin and Lincoln (2011) illustrates these
interpretative frameworks within the process of research. The following questions were adapted
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from Creswell & Poth, (2018, Table 2.1 p. 20) based on the work of Denzin and Lincoln (2011)
to help identify those frameworks.
Phase 1: The Researcher as a Multicultural Subject
What perspectives and experiences do you bring to your research?
Phase 2: Philosophical Assumptions and Interpretive Frameworks
How do your beliefs guide your actions as a researcher?
Phase 3: Research Strategies and Approaches
How do your philosophical and theoretical frameworks inform your choice of
research approaches?
Phase 4: Methods of Collection and Analysis
In what ways does your research approach influence the methods used for data
collection and analysis?
Phase 5: The Art, Practice, and Politics of Interpretation and Evaluation
What contributes to your decisions related to rigor, inferences, and use of
findings?
3.2 Ethnography
According to Sulentic (1999), “Ethnography is an increasingly obvious research stance to
understand the connections among language, culture, and schooling” (p. 142). Ethnography, the
study of culture, has its origins based within the field of anthropology, with the purpose of
studying cultures and how those cultures influenced the individuals within them (Merriam &
Tisdell, 2015). Ethnographic writing may take on a variety of forms, narrative in nature. As Ellis
(2004) explains, “Ethno means people or culture; graphy means writing or describing.
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Ethnography then means writing about or describing people and culture, using firsthand
observation and participation in a setting or situation” (p. 26).
Ethnographic and autoethnographic research is rooted in the constructivist paradigm,
which focuses on understanding, multiple participant meanings or truths, and theory generation
based on findings (Creswell, 2014, p. 6). In an ethnographic design, the researcher seeks to
establish the meaning of the phenomenon from the views of participants (Creswell, 2014, p. 19).
One of the keys to collecting data in ethnography is observation of activities and participant
behavior while doing these activities. Ethnography, borrowed from other social sciences,
particularly anthropology, has become an important method of studying those who populate
schools. However, autoethnography has also emerged as a viable research design for studying
the elements of schooling.
3.3 Autoethnography
Wolcott (2005) defines autoethnography as art as well as science, but also something all
its own. Ellis (2004) argues that stories should be both subject and method of social science
research. Denzin and Lincoln (2011) denote that autoethnography is writing the self into the
ethnographic narrative through personal lived experience. Lately, autoethnography has taken on
new labels and descriptions. Here are five of the more prominent distinctions to date.
Evocative Autoethnography. Ellis and Bochner (2016) emphasize how to connect with
readers intellectually and emotionally throughout the challenging process of representing lived
experiences. The focal point on evocative autoethnography is to invoke emotion so readers will
connect with the writers’ experience. Anderson (2006) calls for a separation between evocative
autoethnography and sets guidelines to be considered analytic autoethnography.
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Analytic Autoethnography. Anderson (2006) proposes the term analytic autoethnography
to refer to autoethnographic research in which the researcher is (1) a full member in the research
group or setting, (2) visible as such member in published texts, and (3) committed to developing
theoretical understandings of broader social phenomena (p. 373).
Critical Autoethnography. Boylorn and Orbe (2013) define critical autoethnography as an
intersectional approach to the many aspects of identity at play in everyday life. Critical
autoethnography uses the lived experience to bring to light interpersonal issues of gender,
ethnicity, oppression, and social privilege.
Transformative Autoethnography. Sykes (2013) intersects autoethnography with
transformative learning theory to bring culture, identity, and meaning to educational journeys of
Native Americans and other minorities focusing on identity.
Performative Autoethnography. In her text Autoethnography and the Other: Unsettling
Power Through Utopian Performatives, Spry brings to light that autoethnographic research
cannot exist without the “other” (2016, p. 198). The “other” consists of the culture, community,
or lived experience that the researcher is experiencing. Spry’s story uses performance arts as a
research tool. “I am searching for a labor of reflectivity in performative autoethnography that
represents the “other” with the same kind of commitment as is afforded the self” (Spry, 2016, p.
198).
Where many critiques of autoethnography claim against validity and ethics, labeling it
‘me-search,’ Spry expresses, “I am nothing without this you” (2016, p. 183). This was my
revelation learning about autoethnography as a research method. It was a defining moment as I
attempted to make sense of the loss of two male students in back-to-back summers. I began to
question everything about my impact (or lack thereof) as an educator on the lives of students. I
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questioned teaching itself. It wasn’t until attempting to explain my dissertation idea to Brody (a
visiting lecturer in an autoethnographic research course as part of dissertation coursework) in the
final class of my coursework that I realized the importance autoethnographic narrative played in
research. I could barely hold back the tears in front of my classmates as I explained the loss of
our students and the feeling of missed opportunities. How could we continue to waste our focus
as educators on ‘big ideas’ and state standards when we continued to overlook the human being
behind the student, the story behind the test score, the pain behind the misbehavior? I remember
glancing down that evening after class and seeing a faded red t-shirt that my church handed out
several years ago when we visited low-income housing and threw block parties for the parents
and kids. It read, “It’s Not About Me.” The shirt was the connecting device provided for the
intersection between my lived experience, and my research. I am the “me,” but the story is much
broader.
That night I realized autoethnography is not about the self at all; perhaps, it is instead
about a willful embodiment of “we” (Spry, 2016, p. 200). If we consider for a moment the works
of Wolcott (2005), Denzin and Lincoln (2011), and Ellis (2004), autoethnography could not be
considered a “lived experience” unless the “I” and “you” create the “we.”
Like ethnography, autoethnography refers to the process as well as what is produced
(Ellis, 2004). Autoethnography has distinct characteristics, which represents the narrative
structure of the study. Ellis notes that:
The interpretive, narrative, autoethnographic project has the following distinguishing
features: the author usually writes in the first person, making themselves the object of
research. The narrative text focuses on generalization within a single case extended over
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time. The text is presented as a store replete with a narrator, characterization, and plot
line, akin to forms of writing associated with the novel or biography. (2004, p. 30)
The purpose of this study is to better understand the role spiritual leaders such as myself
have in both educational settings and in the motivation of students. An overarching question
guides this study: Is spiritual leadership, influenced by Christianity, an appropriate form of
mentoring-leadership relationships in public secondary schools?
The sub questions that address the purpose of this study are following:
1.

How does servant leadership and spiritual leadership help create this
autonomous learning environment identified by Deci and therefore reduce the
number of amotivated students?

2.

How can understanding the student as an individual help a teacher confront the
issues with motivation when addressing school report cards and state test
results?

3.

How can spiritual leadership, servant leadership, and mentorship practices
address issues within the school such as racial equity, social justice, school
bullying, and school morale of both teachers and students?
An autoethnographic approach was selected for this study as it best fits the focus of

individual meaning of the role a teacher/researcher has in the classroom as well as creating a
detailed interpretation of the complexity of the situation and events that have transpired over
the 10-year course of my teaching career.

60

3.4 Methods
In this section, I present the specifics of the study. Setting, participants, data collection,
analysis, and my positionality as a researcher will all be presented in detail.
Setting
My childhood town is separated by tracks. I did not understand the true representation of
the tracks until I was much older, but all I knew as a young boy was that you did not go south of
the tracks. Whatever was south of the tracks was dangerous, dirty, and not for me. Whatever
prejudices evolved from experiencing desegregation in a small town school in Louisiana were
not spoken of, but were evident. I remember doing a project with students a few years ago in
which the students interviewed someone they knew that experienced desegregation of the White
and Black high school in our town. I remember the contrasting stories of each point of view
depending on what side of the tracks you lived.
A few years ago I walked from our town park on Main St, south over the tracks to a small
Black church in remembrance of Martin Luther King. I remember the rooted fear of crossing
over and staring down South Main St in broad daylight as a middle-aged man. It is amazing
what can stay with you for so long. As I walked back to the park once the rally was over, older
Black men who sat on their porches during the march stood up to greet me. I was genuinely
confused to suddenly realize that my understanding was flawed. There was nothing south of the
tracks more dangerous than what I was subconsciously carrying with me each day, deposited
there by a generational lens of racial divide. I had to dispose of the fear and rejection of people I
didn’t know. I drive over these tracks each weekend to our church, and even now it reminds me
of a town that needs a makeover; maybe a new look, one without tracks.
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The selected site to conduct the study is a school located in a rural area in South
Louisiana. Collins, Onwuegbuzie, and Jiao (2007) explicated the following purposive sampling
schemes: Maximum Variation; Homogeneous; Critical Case; Theory-Based, Confirming,
Disconfirming, Snowball/Chain, Extreme Case, Typical Case, Intensity, Politically Important
Case, Random Purposeful, Stratified Purposeful, Criterion, Opportunistic; Mixed Purposeful,
Convenience or Quota, Multi-Stage, Purposeful Random and Multi-Stage Purposeful. Both
criterion and convenience schemes are. Convenience sampling is the primary strategy as I have
been employed at this school since the summer of 2014. The school services grades 8-12 with
approximately 800 students, 50 faculty and staff; 30 of which are teachers. The town is
segregated by a set of railroads and the school building is on the north side of the town. The
school and community are classified by the federal government as low-income and although the
school participates in a program where all students eat free, before this program approximately
64% of students would qualify for free or reduced lunch. The surrounding community is very
supportive of the school and the needs of students. At the beginning of the past three school
sessions, supplies, book sacks, and uniforms have been donated to students in need by the
community.
I am a former graduate of the school, and have considered it my dream job to work at this
specific school. I care deeply about this community, this town, and this school as much as
anything outside of my God and my family. This town was the only home I knew, and I have
wanted to teach here to follow in the footsteps of great educators that influenced me.
Participants
For this study, criterion and convenience schemes are deemed appropriate. Criterion is
selected as students and their families who agree to participate are also those with whom I have
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developed meaningful relationships. Pseudonyms are used for the student’s names and here will
be listed alphabetically.
Allison represents a daughter figure, as I was called to teach her in two different schools.
She is a White female that lived with only her mother and began seeking me for advice as she
went in and out of shifting relationships with her father. The timeline of the mentor relationship
began during her 8th grade year (2012), but began to flourish during her sophomore year in high
school, and continues today into her adulthood.
Damon was an African American male student and senior that I coached on the football
field in a skill position with which I was unfamiliar. Damon was everything I feared in an
athlete, and knowing I was out of my element as a position coach, where other student athletes
questioned my ability to lead the position, Damon received me with open arms. He was the first
to open my eyes about my own racial barriers and stereotypes by allowing me to fill my role as a
teacher and coach, as well as lead the other students on the field into acceptance, even though I
may have not been the best qualified to coach. His tragic passing rocked the foundation of our
town, began a community wide outreach, and changed my educational philosophy forever. He
touched my life forever. Damon represents the turning point in my educational career as I
understood that relationships were the priority, over the curriculum, the policies, and all the
politics that can clog schools and systems. Damon was four days away from leaving to a large
state university, the first in his family to ever be accepted to a major university, when his life was
cut short.
Drake represented the challenge of teaching students you care about, but with whom you
experience personality clashes. Drake was an African American male student athlete that I taught
and coached in both 7th and 8th grade at a previous school (2012-2013). Drake’s mother passed
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away, and he moved schools to the school which is the study site in this study. I taught him again
his 10th grade year. Drake’s premature death was a wake-up call of reality for me as an educator
and his story, with permission from his parental guardian at the time of his death, is a battle cry
to overcome those hard-to-conquer barriers some students build against the teacher.
Lance and Molly are two students that began an organic friendship inside of a multidiverse class I was teaching in 2017. Lance is a White male special needs student with autism.
According to Lance and his mother, he had no friends, and felt as though everyone hated him at
school. Molly, who is a White female cheerleader, among her other many activities, is a school
socialite with few enemies. Molly took it upon herself to befriend Lance and in turn, completely
changed the young man’s life. This mentoring relationship is less about my individual impact on
the students, but how the atmosphere of the class allowed the friendship to evolve between two
of the most unlikely of friends. This relationship taught me, and scores of others, a lasting life
lesson. Lance and Molly represent part of the future of spiritual-servant leadership and mentoring
and how students can take care of other students with guidance.
Tyson was the first student I began mentoring through an organic developing studentteacher relationship. He had a transportation need that became the doorway to a new world. As
Tyson and I grew closer, a world previously unknown became available because our
demographic, socio-economic, and racial status was so different. At the time of the relationship
(2012-2013), Tyson, an African American male student athlete that I taught and mentored
throughout his 8 grade and freshman year at a previous school. Tyson and I occasionally keep in
th

touch, even after his 2016 graduation.
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3.5 Data Sources
Teaching occurs in the intricate environment of schools where individual, social, cultural,
and political settings converge. Five data sources will address the questions presented in this
study: reflections, interviews, observations, video, and artifacts.
Reflections. The primary data source in this study is my reflections as a teacher and
spiritual leader within the relationship of mentoring students. Five student relationships were the
focal point of the study. Interviews, considered a secondary source and other, additional sources
of data were used to cross-examine stories and express other points of view within a particular
relationship.
Interviews. The secondary data source in this study is individual face-to-face interviews
(see Appendix). Interviews occurred in early fall 2018. They took place in neutral locations to
the extent possible, but ultimately, interviews occurred where participants felt at ease. Parent
interviews based on the impact of student relationships were also collected and analyzed.
Video. For current students, I observed details of responses based on interactions I had
with them. There are video recordings of my teaching that I also used as a point of reference for
communication styles with students. Analytic memos (Saldaña, 2015) were used for those
students that have been identified as having the most impact, including those students lost to
violence. “Unlike their peers in the research setting, autoethnographers must orient to
documenting and analyzing action as well as to purposively engaging in it” (Anderson, 2006, p.
380).
Observations. Direct observation was used as a key instrument for collecting field data.
As a direct observer, I positioned myself as an insider. Field notes were collected from the raw
data from direct observations (Merriam, 2009). Field notes were written in full detail of
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information that was viewed and heard.
Artifacts. When studying a culture, social setting, or phenomenon, collecting and
analyzing the texts and artifacts generated, students can foster a deeper understanding of the
situation. In this study, document collection data ranged from speeches from students, letters
written by students, social media posts, newspaper articles, news videos, and police reports that
are open to the public. My personal journals and social media posts were used as a background
of my lens and serve to triangulate other data sources.
My journals from high school and college were used as a frame of reference for my
background. Social media sites, such as Facebook, were accessed as an online journal to analyze
the timeline in which the focus of the research changed from curriculum design and assessment
to spiritual mentorship. To help with the visualization of memories, I returned to the places that
invoked emotion and revisited those turning points that created my path of spiritual mentorship.
3.6 Data Analysis
Analyzing data is making sense of the gathered data for others and requires detailed
documentation, exploration, and analysis. Data analysis of interviews, observations, and
documents involves interpreting what students both do and say and what the researcher has seen.
The process of analysis involves organizing the data, conducting a preliminary read-through of
the data, reducing the data into codes and condensing the codes, representing the data, and
forming an interpretation of the data into code categories and themes (Merriam, 1998).
The first step in the analysis process involved me combing through the data for general
identification and consideration, and coding line-by-line all interview transcripts and observation
field notes. Codes are the identification of key concepts used to label the data. This led to the
formation of initial codes (Stake, 2000). Examination of detailed codes then involved a
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secondary step of comparing, reviewing, combining, and finally collapsing codes to the point of
saturation. The third step was to categorize codes into code concepts (Saldaña, 2015; Saldaña &
Omasta, 2018), and the final step is to label code concepts into themes.
Documents are personalized to a school setting and can indicate and represent the tone of
classroom environments and schools. My journals functioned as secondary data sources in an
effort to trace my thinking. Considered with findings from other sources, personal data and data
collected in a classroom, can be revealing and augment primary sources of data collection. In
addition, multiple data sources achieve triangulation (Charmaz, 2000).
3.7 Data Collection Procedures, Analysis, Trustworthiness
Lietz, Langer, & Furman (2006) recommend establishing trustworthiness in qualitative
research as it identifies the use of reflexivity, audit trail, triangulation by observer, peer
debriefing, member checking, and prolonged engagement as a method to establish rigor in
narrative kinds of inquiry. These procedures were used in a study of autoethnographies that were
written regarding experiences with spirituality (Lietz, Langer, & Furman, 2006).
Reflexivity is an important part of any qualitative inquiry as the researcher ponders ways
in which who they are will assist and hinder the process (Lietz et al., 2006). Reflexivity is
particularly germane to autoethnographic studies.
An audit trail allows the researcher to follow their own research procedures consistently
and allows the researcher the freedom to make unique research decisions not previously
prescribed while still requiring that each decision and the justification for that decision, be
recorded along the way (Lietz et al., 2006). Collecting artifacts such as journal entries, pictures,
videos, and social media posts created a timeline of events. The audit trail recorded the research
process as it was being conducted. Member checking, also known as respondent validation,
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allows participants to review findings from the data analysis in order to confirm or challenge the
accuracy of the work (Creswell, 2014). I shared transcripts of interviews with participants.
Prolonged association with participants addressed trustworthiness (Stake, 2010), and I secured a
fellow/sister doctoral candidate to code 10% of my data to compare the consistency of codes as a
second measure of trustworthiness.
Anticipated Ethical Issues.
Tolich (2010) defines ten foundational guidelines for autoethnographers when it comes to
ethical issues, after uncovering several questionable issues that have arisen as a result of
contradictory guidelines when it comes to autoethnography. Although I find Tolich’s tone of the
article critical of autoethnography as research, his points are valid and are considered a guideline
when trying to anticipate ethical issues with autoethnography.
As with most qualitative research, it is nearly impossible to anticipate every type of
ethical issue to prepare for and, due to the nature of this study, there is little likelihood that
ethical issues will arise beyond these guidelines that address consent, consultation, and
vulnerability. “If autoethnography is to advance its ethical considerations, its leading exponents
must provide insight into the ethical boundaries between the self and the other that anticipates
ethical dilemmas” (Tolich, 2010, p. 1605).
Consent. Respecting participants’ autonomy and the voluntary nature of participation,
and documenting the informed consent are foundational processes for qualitative inquiry.
Practicing “process consent” is checking at each stage to make sure participants still want to be
part of the project (Ellis, 2004). Researchers should be mindful of conflicts of interest or
coercive influences when seeking informed consent after writing the manuscript.
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Consultation. Consult with others, like an IRB. Autoethnographers should not publish
anything they would not share with the persons mentioned in the text.
Vulnerability. Be aware of internal confidentiality: the relationship at risk is not with the
researcher exposing confidences to outsiders, but confidences exposed among the participants or
family members themselves. Treat any autoethnography as an inked tattoo by anticipating the
author’s future vulnerability. Photovoice anticipatory ethics claims that no photo is worth
harming others. In a similar way, no story should harm others, and if harm is unavoidable, take
steps to minimize that harm. Those unable to minimize risk to self or others should use nom de
plume (pseudonym) as the default. Assume all people mentioned in the text will read the
autoethnography (Bochner & Ellis, 2002).
3.8 Researcher’s Positionality
My position as a researcher in this study is very complex due to my insider working
relationship with student participants. As I am employed at the selected school, I anticipated
potential issues of my personal subject knowledge bias and participants’ response bias. Spradley
(2016) depicts a full participant researcher as one who embeds himself as part of the research.
Assuming a full participant-observer stance (Spradley, 2016), I situate myself as a full
participant observer as I turn the research focus on self. As the subject of the study,
autoethnography delineates my stance as both researcher and participant (Anderson, 2006). In
this study, I exemplify Ellis & Bochner’s researcher as subject (2000).
I have worked in traditional public schools as a teacher and coach. I am currently a coach
at the school selected as the site for this study. I am passionate about the students and the town in
which I serve. I have extensive knowledge about the school and student participants.
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3.9 Summary
This chapter describes the study design and the methods I will use for this
autoethnographic study. I have described the setting, participants, data sources and data analysis
as well as my positionality as the teacher researcher. In chapter 4, I present results of the study
and in chapter 5, I discuss implications.
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CHAPTER FOUR. RESULTS
The purpose of this study was to address what became the overarching question: Is
spiritual leadership, influenced by Christianity, an appropriate form of mentoring-leadership
relationships in public secondary schools?
This study took on its own identity as the student and teacher paradigm shifts granted the
opportunity to uncover a hidden, possibly ancient role of an educator—the servant, mentor, and
spiritual leader. What began as a search for best practices on how to motivate students to
improve school performance, evolved into my search for the true purpose of education, and the
role in which I was called upon to play.
This search uncovered not only what I believe to be the true purpose of education, but a
personal conviction on what is more important in the process of developing students. I am now
convinced by conducting this study that authentic mentor relationships within the framework of
spiritual leadership and servant leadership motivate and educate students to the best of their
abilities more than curricular focus and education strategies designed to boost test scores. School
procedures and processes past the point of running an efficient school disrupt the process of
educating students. Time spent on paperwork and following strict guidelines places the priority
on administration needs and not student needs. It is my intention ha this autoethnography will
remind any educators who read it of why we have schools – for students – their growth and wellbeing.
What follows are narratives of students in which I have had different types of mentor
relationships with as well as the classic classroom teacher-to-student roles. These narratives of
students and their impact on the epiphany in which I experienced over the past few years have
expanded my thoughts, goals, and dreams of how using this new understanding of the educator
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role to change the world, humbly, one student at a time. My primary data for this
autoethnography is reflection and participant interviews. Those interviews developed more
reflection data streams as I began to confirm or contradict my understanding of the relationship
and its impact on the student as well as myself. Table 4.1 presents code instances, code concepts
and themes. A total of 9 interviews were conducted, transcribed and coded, a total of 5
observations were also coded.
Table 4.1. Indicates Code Instances, Codes, Code Concepts, and Resultant Themes.
Themes:
Code Concepts:
Codes:
Code Instances:
Provide Foundation
Provide Framework

26

Care

10

Support
Serve
Listening

8
4
14

Character Foundation

Family

12

Adding Value

Listening, Care,
Support, Empowering

8
4

Listening
Love, Caring,
Understanding

6

Transition

6

Identity
Expectations

4
6

Motivation

7

Listening, Observing,
Learning, Taking
Actions and Effort

7
3
3

Responsibility

26

Teacher

Role of Education in

Responsibility

Student Development

Leadership
Development
Mentor
Parent
Responsibility

Extended Family Supporting
Educational Process
Responsibility
Student
Responsibility

Role of Personal
Student Identity
Development

Accept
Coaching/Mentoring
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As the autoethnographer, I have chosen to explore these stories in relation to the research
questions they address. Within each of these stories are personal revelations I have had to
confront within myself. These confrontations deal with abandonment, physical abuse,
generational racism, neglect, self-esteem issues, depression, suicide, and regret.
This may be equally as difficult to read as it was to write, but if it impacts one educator in
a positive way, which impacts one student in a positive way, it will be worth the years it took to
produce this for publication. It has been a humbling honor to develop with these students, and I
hope they have learned as much about life from me, as I have from them.
To address the overarching question, three sub-questions had to be answered. First, how
do servant leadership and spiritual leadership help create this autonomous learning environment
identified by Deci and therefore reduce the number of amotivated students? Second, how can
understanding the student as an individual help a teacher confront the issues with motivation
when addressing school report cards and state test results? Finally, how can spiritual leadership,
servant leadership, and mentorship practices address issues within the school such as racial
equity, social justice, school bullying, and school morale of both teachers and students? I will
address each question individually in this chapter. Originally the idea was to present these stories
– narratives – in chronological order, but after reorganizing the data, it was more beneficial to the
study that each story is presented as it addresses each research question.
4.1 The Impact of the Student Teacher Relationship
Tyson was the first student with whom I began an organic mentor relationship. It was my
5th year of teaching. Due to logistics, I would pick him up for school and drop him off after
football practice.
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Tyson (2012)
Her wrinkled, weathered face was so kind and welcoming when I would drop Tyson home
after football practice. Even though I never got out of my truck, she would always greet me with
a smile, and sometimes a half-motioned wave from the porch, as almost to say; ‘I respect you for
what you think you are doing, but it’s not needed.’ Her appreciation was always coupled with
mistrust, at least which is how it felt. She was from a different time, an era where hatred between
races was even more common than it is now, especially in the South. I could tell she had seen
things that some may view as unimaginable. She was always clean, but worn, as if the
embodiment of what actual work looked like. Her clothes did not hang off her body, but I
suspected they had been bought for others, because when money was available she never spent it
on herself.
I knew things were rough: two grandparents taking care of five grandkids, from two
different daughters, and many fathers were involved. Tyson would tell me about his cousins, who
belonged to his aunt, and although there were many conversations between Tyson and I about
how these old, weary grandparents were related to him and took care of him, I still cannot
remember if they were his father’s parents or his mother’s parents.
As a “good” Christian, I wanted to help, so, before Christmas, I reached out to a few of
my leaders and brought Christmas to this family. I was proud to crawl down from my fairly new
Ford F-150 and deliver toys, blankets, and Christmas food to the family; as if I was saying, ‘here
I am, the wholesome White coach who brings Tyson to and from school is here to save
Christmas.’ The greatest gift given that day was the reality check I got when I walked through
the front door…
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I climbed back into the driver's seat, keeping my face towards the steering console. My
wife, sitting in the front passenger seat, instantly she knew something was wrong with me, and
she gave me a few seconds to attempt to gather myself. “What’s wrong?” she said. “Did
something happen?” I slowly turned my head towards her, but I could only see the shape of her
face through the huge tears that sat on my lower eyelids. My glasses nearly fogged over as if to
help hide the pain of my inner thoughts being exposed.
“Their walls…” I muttered, still trying to compose myself. “The walls…. they are made
of sheets.” The rush of emotion was finally released, and I sobbed like someone had died. “I
have seen this on TV and in documentaries of other countries… but this is less than ten miles
from our house,” I told her, squeaking out the words. I was still gathering my thoughts as I
pulled away. I did not want Tyson’s family to be alarmed and think something was wrong by us
sitting in the dark driveway. I stopped again at the stop sign. That brought us to a T in the road,
the left being the closest road home and the right taking us back to the small country school
where I coached and taught. The road I took when I gave Tyson a ride. “How many more,” I
thought to myself as I left Tyson’s house.
As I contemplated my experience later that evening, I realized that my reaction was not to
the hardship they lived with, but rather my naivety about poverty in our own community. What I
learned about myself that night is that those older grandparents were content with what they had
been given. They were appreciative of the gifts and the rides back and forth to school, but at the
same time, understood that if no one offered any help, they would be fine.
Two paradigms crashed together and forever changed the destiny in which education
would play in my career and my ministry. I realized the extent that I had misunderstood struggle
and survival that was reality within the area in which I lived. This was not some TV show. This
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was not an inner city in the toughest corner imaginable in America. This was less than six miles
from my 2300 square foot house: The home I lived in as a child. This home has wall-to-wall
furniture, mountains of toys, clothes piled on beds, while six miles away, a smiling grandmother
takes care of five kids with the little financial resources she has, as I stumble over excess with
every step.
That reality brought me to the realization that God asks us to give not always to help
those that are receiving, but to change the heart of the giver. I realized that day that Tyson was
something more than just a kid needing a ride home from football practice. Tyson was a main
character in a story worthy of a blockbuster movie, a story of perseverance and redemption—a
story of an American son forgotten. Which poses the question: how many more Tysons are there?
I recorded this reflection during a writing seminar class in which we focused on
qualitative writing. The feedback I received, specifically from a female African-American
student, confirmed my fear about writing from a White male coaching point of view. She took
offense to my observations about the grandmother’s clothes, but applauded my “revelation” of
them not needing a White guy to come save the day. I reflected on this feedback for months. It
paralyzed me, in a way. As a White male, should I even bother trying to help students of Color if
the thought process is that I think I’m better? Who am I to declare that I have what it takes to
mentor someone when I cannot possibly understand his or her heritage or cultural roots?
My spiritual leadership was redefined as servant leadership when Greenleaf (1971)
explained that those who have the resources and ability to help those in need have the moral
obligation to do so. To me, this does not translate to help if they are like you, or help if they are
inferior to you. This inspired me to offer help no matter what people think. Because I am able, I
have the moral responsibility to do so. My Christian lens tells me I help because I am called to
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help, forsaking the backlash and accusatory thoughts some think when focusing on my own skin
color and stature. I serve because I am called to serve all people, because God qualifies the
called. In a sermon video Furtick (2018) once said, “If I live by people’s compliments, I will die
by their criticism.”
Tyson began to understand his worth not only as a person, but also as a student. He was
behind in school, so he worked hard with me to gain a deeper vocabulary. Due to his
embarrassment of his past, he tried to be invisible. But through the two years we spent together,
he grew into something more. I felt his story is one that should have always been told but to get
him to believe that was something entirely. It wasn’t until he stood up in front of approximately
six hundred students at a Fellowship of Christian Athletes Field of Faith Event that I understood,
that he understood how powerful his story was. He had blossomed from an innocent object of
circumstances, to courageous warrior for the sake of himself and others. It was a proud father
moment of a son I did not raise.
As he spoke out loud of the fears, rejection, and abandonment he faced as a child, he shed
the weight of being that fragile child that no one wanted, to someone that overcame unspeakable
distress. As his voice rang out over the loudspeaker in the stadium, I saw him knowing the
sacrifice he was making; unmasking himself in hopes that explaining his story would inspire
someone in the stands that night to a realization that their story is powerful too. Tyson’s lesson
that night taught me to understand how profoundly one person can impact another.
4.2 The Impact of the Autonomous Learning Environment
Lance is a special needs student classified as autistic, and Molly is a popular, wellrespected cheerleader. Their friendship is a direct result of autonomous learning environment in a
shared social studies class.
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Lance and Molly (2017)
Lance and Molly appear as two of the most unlikely of friends. A special needs student
who despised coming to school, and our school’s head cheerleader. Their friendship happened
organically in class throughout the 2017-2018 school year as Lance began to open up after he
was partnered with Molly. Their friend relationship reflects Deci’s autonomous learning
environment that I believe was accomplished in their shared class period. With such a diverse
collection of classmates, this social studies class basically ran itself. The curriculum assignments
were roughly the same with many visual drawings and illustrations as types of assessment.
Instead of changing the assignments, I differentiated the expectations of each student. Beyond
the special needs students and high-achieving students, we also had four foreign exchange
students. What could have been a ticking time bomb waiting to explode ended up being the most
relaxed class I experienced in my 11 year teaching career, and one I will never forget.
According to his mother, Lance loves to come to school and has many friends now.
Lance and Molly’s relationship sparked a Buddy Ball program for special needs students who are
able to play softball with a partner, and that in turn has developed into an organization we named
Friend2Friend. Seeing the growth in Lance created a vision that if every special needs student
could have one mentor peer relationship they could turn to when their day became rough, we
could change an entire population. This friendship has also changed the way bullying is viewed
on the high school side of our school. One of our Friend2Friend/Buddy Ball students was named
Student of the Month in our first month of school. His special needs classroom teacher credits his
activity with the Buddy Ball team this summer as his motivation to change his behavior. The
results of the Friend2Friend organization this summer which was conceptualized by Lance and
Molly’s friendship has changed our community, especially for special needs students and their
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mentors. The organization has nearly 90 parents, students, and mentors involved, and continues
to grow each month. Two students taught an entire community precious lessons about life,
acceptance, difference, and sameness through spiritual-servant leadership principles between
peers.
4.3 A Mentors Impact on Motivation
The most difficult process of these student narratives was to pick one specific defining
moment between Allison and I, and to be fair I could not find anything more impactful than her
interview for this dissertation. At a time where I was contemplating leaving the public school
system, her interview reminded me of my purpose as an educator, and confirmed everything I
felt about why it is more important to know the person inside of the student before worrying
about scores and curriculum understanding. So instead of reflecting on Allison during her 8th-11th
grade years, I present Allison’s interview post-graduation.
Allison (2018)
Allison and I met for the interview at the local town coffee house. Due to its popularity,
we were interrupted a few times by people that recognized us. Background noise was prevalent
as patrons were served. Allison and I began to catch up instantly and discussed her upcoming
wedding. We eventually got down to business with the interview protocol questions.

Me: What value do you put on high school graduation?

Allison: I think it’s an important thing because it helps you develop in the world, you learn
actual values of being a decent person and it can get you into college if that’s what you
want, but to have any job you need a high school diploma anyway so it’s really important.
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Me: Ok, what value do you put on post-secondary graduation? (we begin to laugh as we both
know the reality of her current situation.)

Allison: Ha ha, well I dropped out...(we laugh again) but I feel it’s most important to start when
you are ready. I went right after high school. I didn’t fully know what I wanted to do. It was so
much stress. My GPA went from a 3.47 to a 1.3 Like it just dropped, I just wasn’t ready.

Me: Why is that, you think?

Allison: I didn’t know what I wanted to be. I got into the teaching program, and I realized it
isn’t what I wanted to do. So then I thought maybe something with science, but
then no, so I didn’t know what I wanted to do.

Me: Do you feel high school is adequately preparing you for college? Do you feel you got the
skills?

Allison: They are preparing you for it, but you need to study every day. I probably needed a
remedial math, I took a test, barely passed and then went into the regular class and
was completely overwhelmed with the speed of it. And I didn’t apply myself as much as I needed,
because in high school I didn’t have to study. I got what I needed in class.

Me: Ok
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Allison: In high school they can get to you one-on-one, in college you have to make
appointments, then you are old enough to get a job so you have to work around that schedule, a
teacher in high school knows how to, knows their students personally, college teachers don’t
even know your name.

Me: You feel like that one-on-one relationship is the difference in success and failure?

Allison: Yes I do, because if I needed help in high school, I could go to my teachers, and they
knew me, so they knew how to help maybe before I knew what I was looking for. In college, I
couldn’t even explain myself to my professor because I didn’t know where I was even going
wrong, so they couldn’t help me.

Me: What expectations do you have on faculty mentoring you? You sort of hit on it, I believe.

Allison: The one-on-one communication, like some people learn slower than others, and it's easy
for teachers to get aggravated, so I guess having the patience with students but I mean that’s it.
One-on-one is a lot of help.

Me: Let’s reword this next one, what relationships did you have developed as a mentor in your
high school experience?

Allison: Really and truly, the only teacher I had a one on one relationship that I knew I could go
to with any situation was you. And I guess that was more of, I don’t even know how it started. I
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guess my 8th grade year, um. I don’t know, you were so easy to talk to and you told us a lot
about your personal life, so we knew you. It was never all about books and study, you made
learning fun, you had conversations, you joked with us and ever since then, you have been there
for us no matter what it was. I just think, not only as a mentor but just a decent person, and
someone to look up to, you were always there.

Me: ok, so the familiarity of moving from school A to school B helped as well.

Allison: I only had you one year in (school A), I had a teacher from Texas, and he was horrible, I
hated his class. But then you came the next year, you brought fun, you had your little action
figures, (talking about the Founding Father bobble heads for History). It wasn’t just the person
but the atmosphere we were in. It was a fun atmosphere; it wasn’t a room. It just seemed easy to
learn and be ourselves.

Me: did it motivate you to learn or play?

Allison: It motivated me to do both, to have fun with the learning and really get into it and after
that year, I really liked social studies more.

Me: Oh good!
Me: What else, maybe other than me, but what about motivating and an experience, maybe
outside of the classroom.
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Allison: When I was younger, I always feel I wanted to go to college and do something because
my sisters didn’t go to college. Then my mom and dad divorced during my 3rd grade year and
my grades dropped. And um, my mom was always there for me no matter what, but I guess like,
with I almost looked to you as a father figure because I knew from the beginning I could go to
you for anything. And even though my dad, I guess tried to be there, he really wasn’t, and all of
my family were teachers, so I wanted to be a teacher, and then you, you were like the best, so it
was easy for me to be like, I wanted to be like that, not only a good teacher but to be someone
that students can come to, and I mean I still want to be a teacher so bad. But… (silence)

Me: Hey I understand, I went three semesters and quit, my story is about persistence. You aren’t
done unless you want to be done. If you never go back it's fine, but there's also nothing stopping
you when you are ready. If you are called to be something, allow yourself to be pulled that way.
You will find a way to do it. Students look to answer the question “who am I?” and I think they
should be asking, “who am I supposed to be?” Find that purpose and go do that.

Allison: A part of me, a huge part of me still wants to be a teacher. I love helping kids. I love the
relationship part of teaching.

Me: What was an experience that made an impact in our student-teacher relationship?
Allison: I knew that anytime, I could call or go into your room, you would stop what you were
doing and help me. You were never the type that made it seem like you had something better to
do. You were always there. And you introduced me to your family. I felt like I was part of the
family. I love Ms. Holly, I feel like your family is my family. My mom loves you, she still talks
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about the (student group) meeting. You and my mom joking, and it was just a genuine
experience, it wasn’t a teacher student, it was like we were all friends, and it was nice to have
that with someone.

Me: How has the education environment developed you as a person?

Allison: I can say my first year (at school B), Mrs. D. was really good person, I was so nervous
to get in front of class to do my speeches. She would let me do speeches just to her and give me
full credit. But she did push me to get in front of the class, and by the end of the year I was fine,
but she pushed me to get out of my comfort zone.

Me: Mrs. D. is the reason I became a teacher. She was a huge impact on my teaching career.
She has been a huge inspiration to where I am now. She has a way of getting you to change
without you knowing it.

Allison: She was my first hour and I met her first, and I felt like she was pinpointing me to open
up. She just had a way about her. She was awesome.
We concluded the meeting by discussing her wedding plans and her future endeavors. When I
began to transcribe the interview, I realized she had made a hard decision that came up this past
week much easier and this interview was an affirmation at a time when I needed it most.
And once again, a student taught me a huge lesson. Allison reminded me of the
importance of relationships. She honored me with her recalling moments that influenced her.
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When she admitted she still wanted to be a teacher, I realized so did I. Allison affirmed the
significance of relationships in learning.
To complete the study on the impact of a mentor on motivation, I did not want to leave
out the mentor of my adult life and his impact on my own motivation and growth. I sat down
with Thomas for an interview for this dissertation and to catch up over lunch, which turned into
taking notes on more nuggets of wisdom. The feeling of how proud he is of what I have
personally accomplished after our working time together with professional sports is apparent,
and I glow with pride as I share my success. Thomas became a father figure in business as we
completed a partnership that became highly successful in our professional sports arena, winning
three championships. The type of professional sport and venue will remain nameless to protect
the participants. The interview with Thomas took place at a Jason’s Deli in a slightly larger
nearby town in Southern Louisiana.
Thomas (2018)
Thomas: First, thanks for letting me do this it’s an honor to do this.

Me: Hey I enjoy it, it’s a good excuse to get out of the house as well and ….

Thomas: Yea Tom, its nothing about you I need to get away from the cats and dog and (we
laugh)

I began to explain to Thomas how the study evolved from curriculum and instructional
practices to increase motivation to the focus on spiritual leadership and the lesson I wanted to
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teach kids how to be better people and make solid moral decisions. Thomas takes off with the
interview.
Thomas: Stuff that you just don’t learn from a book, you have to learn that from watching
somebody and how they treat others. That has a spin effect. If you are told you are never gonna
amount to anything at all, if enough times that kid is told get in there and clean up your room.
You are living like a pig. You are a pig, it’s a pig sty eventually that kid is going to go “oink,
oink.”

Me: What value do you place on high school graduation?

Thomas: Wow, first of all it shows you can stick to something. If you can accomplish a high
school diploma by the age of 18-19, it shows that you got on a course and stayed on a course.
That’s imperative. Everybody needs that in my humble opinion.

Me: What value do you place on post-secondary graduation?

Thomas: So, I don’t think high school graduates go to college because they have a voracious
need to learn. I think they go to college because they don’t know what they want to do with their
life. And that’s ok, but I think they should serve something else, become a servant to something
else before they go to college. What we are finding now is most kids in college aren’t even on a
path. So they take liberal arts, but you ask what do you want to be when you finish and their
answer is, I got no idea. So they spending parents money or getting huge student loans, I think
the average is $33,000 in student debt, then cant get a job in the field of study, which doesn’t
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make any sense. So the high school diploma is more important, at least to me at this stage until
kids really can figure out what they want to do. You can become an entrepreneur just graduating
high school. Because high school gives you the basics to run a business, if you paid attention in
school that is. You don’t need an MBA to run a business. I mean I didn’t have one and I ran six.
54 million dollars have run through my finger tips without having an MBA. But there are MBAs
out there that drive trucks. In my sons case, he has 15 weeks of school left for a double masters,
but he decided he’s not gonna spend those 15 weeks. Which is sad, because he isn’t crossing that
finish line, but there is…. No… traffic jam… at the finish line. There never is. People drop like
crazy. Some kids would do great in the trades. I don’t know a broke plumber. (I laugh)

Me: What expectation do you have on yourself when it comes to motivating others?

Thomas: I think God gives me skill sets, like he does everybody. The reason he gives me skill sets
is not for me to bask in those, those aren’t for me. What God gives me, is to give and pass on to
somebody else.
(I notice a young woman walk up behind Thomas. He notices my eyes leave him.)

Thomas: Who do we got?

Me: Look at this pretty person here.

Thomas: OH! Hi honey. (Thomas wife joins us, we exchange friendly greetings.)
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Wife: Hello Dr. Scott.

Me: Not yet (laughing more) we’re working on it.

Wife: We are speaking it forward!

Thomas: Is it ok if she joins?

Me: Oh yea, I know you well enough her presence isn’t changing your answers so. (we laugh
together)

Thomas: I do believe that we are supposed to be rivers, and not ponds. If you are a pond, the
gifts that God gives you, it’s a lot like burying your talents. They stay right there and they don’t
grow. But I think every time you give, pay attention here I’m giving myself the chills, every time
you give you receive more. It’s like the tithing principle. You don’t have wealth so you can spend
it all, you get wealth so you can help people that may not have the skill sets you have. It’s the
same thing when you encourage people. You build people up. See there are four phases of God.
The Father is the heart of God, Jesus is the face of God, the Holy Spirit is the voice of God, and
the church…we are the hands of God. God uses us for His will. We are here to worship Him. We
do that by taking the gifts that he gives us, figure out what they are, and then use them to serve
others. In my case my gift is the gift of encouraging people. I love encouraging people. I think
it’s my gift because I see positive results from people. My gift is not balancing a checkbook.
(Wife) really good at that, Thomas… nah...
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Me: I was listening to Maxwell on the way here and this reminds me of what he said. He said I
want to do the 10-80-10 principles. I want to do the front 10, and the back 10. I hire people to do
the middle 80. That’s the details and driving the ship. I do the vision in front 10. I build a team to
do the 80, that’s the details and how it’s going to get there, I’m a 1 out of 10. I am a visionary,
and I am a closer.

Thomas: I am writing that down I love that. 10-80-10. in business, sometimes you get financial
success from relationships, but that’s not why you do it.

Over the years, Thomas has taught me more about life and success than I could have ever picked
up from a MBA or education degree. To walk through life with someone, more importantly
someone that has had success at that things in life you deem personally of worth is gratifying. If I
have any impact on students, it is because Thomas and those like him planted the seeds of
spiritual-servant leadership in me.
4.4 Student Relationships vs. School Report Cards and State Test Results
“Mr., Coach, Dr. Scott” Part I (2017)
“Last Days”
“Paws-itively the Best Teachers & Staff Around…” the small white container, the size of
a cigarette box sits on my desk inside of my classroom. The red bow on top only puts the
exclamation point on the irony. It is wrapped in cellophane, more than likely to suffocate
whatever contents are inside. It is a perfect symbol for this school year. As I slide the paw
shaped handle and box out of the wrapper the contents slip onto the top of the desk, padded by
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the Instructional Calendar taped to the desk. It is laminated, colorful. The faculty and
administration both call it the “skittles” calendar in jest, because of its color coded days that
represent meetings, testing schedules, school events, and more meetings. I use to laugh with
them, but it just doesn’t seem funny anymore. I move the double sided pen with white and black
puppy paws next to the pen I received two days ago that says “the influence of a good teacher
can never be erased…” At this point in the year, I have certainly felt like the dirty orange rubber
flakes are putting in some work. Underneath the generic scratch pad something shines through
more plastic wrapping, a lapel pin that bares the same slogan as the box. Ironically it is not the
shiny metal jewelry that catches my attention the most, but what is on the card stock holding the
lapel, as if the prepping of this item had its own message to give. “Thanks for making a
difference!”
Have I? I glance around the room, papers stack the desk and floor in my corner. Posters
are hanging, but the items that use to define me as a person did not make it out of storage. It was
almost as if I knew this was the last days. I had no ambition to leave the school I have loved
since childhood. This tenth year of teaching public school in Louisiana has been the most
difficult. I am not sure if I see the difference this note speaks of. I have slowly pulled my personal
decorations over the past few months. Each one has its own excuse, none of which hint at the fact
that it may not be returned to the room. My home office has been finally prepared to display my
favorites. These consist of signed sports memorabilia, my pictures of past teams I have coached,
and little representations of who I am as a person.
It is the final class period of the day and the students have left. Last week, as I have done
for the past two years, I have left following this period to travel to class to complete my graduate
program. This week is different. Although the drive was becoming a pain, and a sense of relief
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came over the realization that no more classes were required I smiled, and now there is almost a
sense of low. Is this the end? There were many successes this year; I just can’t seem to wrap my
head around an example in my current state. Where did it go wrong? Is it as bad as I feel, or is
God’s calling pulling me harder to embrace the change that is inevitably coming? Some people
use to ask, what is your dream job? I would answer, “This is it!” It was the truth. Now the
energy it takes to keep my eyes open at 2:56 seem to be nearly unmanageable to reach. I have
added two medications over the year, including an anti-depressant. The few people that know
this little detail of my life laughed at first because I am usually one that smiles at everything.
Maybe I am just getting old. Maybe there is something else.
Good teachers will always want to do their part. Great teachers will do whatever it takes.
In my philosophy of education, the student’s needs have to be priority. Student needs should take
precedence over frivolous policy and procedures. Although school systems continue to champion
the “student first” catch phrase, there have been multiple instances where actions do not match
the vision. I was called to the administration office for an accusation by an assistant principal
that I was tutoring students during a 30-minute period built into our day that in junior high
school is considered time to teach behavior modification, leadership skills, and other topics that
may not be covered in classes.
The attack on my character, work ethic, and professionalism over the week prior had built
up to a boiling point. I felt after 11 years as an educator who conducts himself in a manner of
professional compliance, I deserved more respect when approached within the classroom in front
of students. This meeting nearly ended my career in the public school system.
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“Mr., Coach, Dr. Scott” Part II (2018)
It was the only thing that could make me go back. The look would haunt me if I didn’t go
back. I told myself no more. I wouldn’t put up with the aggressive, abusive behavior: the
constant class interruptions, the finger pointing… the stress. I had dealt with so much in the first
five weeks of the 2018-2019 school year that I believed would be the refreshing change of pace
to the previous year. It was my dream job. It is my dream job. I am no longer so sure.
I have been blessed in my years in education not to have a bad principal. Now I feel
targeted by two female assistant principals, as if they are out to make an example of me. They
begged me to teach on the junior high side of the school. “I am wasting one of our best teachers
in a class that doesn’t impact our SPS” I was told, and due to other personal benefits, I accepted
for the first time in many requests. Now after fifteen class interruptions for multiple reasons in
the first four weeks of school, I stare down a meeting that I am prepared to give my resignation. I
simply feel I cannot function in the role as an educator, mentor, and professional that I am with
this amount of criticism and micromanagement.
I looked at my son on the couch, understanding the financial ramifications of walking out
on the job. I then turned my thoughts to a student and his look of contentment for the first time in
the classroom the day before. I barely know him, but something has clicked lately. He has
already been suspended in the short time we have returned to school. Three days prior I asked a
group of underprivileged “high- risk” students what motivates them to be their best. One said,
“You, Coach.” I thought at first it was just flattery but realized he was serious when he added,
“You are one of the few people that are nice to me.” He had felt like such a burden to students
and teachers for so long due to his behavior, hardly anyone talks to him like a person anymore.
He saw something in me, and what I saw in him gave me hope.
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I had noticed a gradual change in several students after giving them a lesson on purpose
and self-worth. They had never heard anyone discuss self-worth inside of a classroom before. At
least, not to the depth I was speaking. It apparently set a new course of self-determination in
him, and his effort to stay away from the drama that the junior high hallway brings was apparent
in the past few days. If I were to quit, it would be like quitting on him. I feel like I have done that
once before, and I couldn’t let it happen again. I understand it isn’t fair, but it is the reality of
how I feel. It is possibly arrogance that I feel God uses me in every life to help, and heal. How
could I allow this to derail that belie?
It was the SPS (school performance score) score that our principal used as his motivating
factor to want to move me from the high school side in which I had been graded “highly
effective” three of the past four years to the junior high side of the school where testing data
counts as double towards the school report card grade. I had been teaching social studies to
seniors as an elective in 2017, which does not affect the school performance score due to the fact
that there is no End-of-Course test (EOC) or state assessment tied to the results of senior level
social studies.
We discussed the effects of a male role model for the young boys at that age, but I don’t
believe it was the deciding factor in the administration’s decision. It was, however, the most
intriguing reason for me personally and I felt I could make the biggest impact.
At what point in the educational system will the SPS and State test results cease to be the
end all in judging the success of the student? Until there is an alternative measurement for
success, schools are chained to the system that is failing them.
State and national testing takes many man-hours of collaboration and replaces
instructional time. It also puts a strain on logistics for schools. Schools struggle exponentially
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when the technology needed is not available as most state tests need internet access and
computers. I wrote a reflection of an experience when participating in state testing through the
thoughts of the administrator. Due to the fragile rules of administering tests of this level, the
reflection is my creation from multiple experiences, and not one specific instance.
Test Day (2017)
The quiet… the fidgeting of fingers… some sit confident to hide whatever anxiety they
have… some already have their heads down. This observation means one thing. It is test day.
The girls have their sweaters ready as if it wasn’t 80 degrees in the testing room. Monitors are
bright blue, pressing the light against each student face. Thirty-two of them to be exact, line the
room from the door space from left to right. Tennis balls cup the chair legs as if shoes were
provided to the chairs on entering the room. Only on some chairs though. Some chairs have lost
all of their “shoes.” Some chairs cling on to the final ball left on the front left silver piping. The
floor has lost its reflection, but it has been taken care of. In three months’ time it will look brand
new again, but by May though, nearly everything in the building has lost its’ brightness.
The administrator giving the test continues to glance at the door where the green sign
taped inside of the glass facing outward says, “Break.” After thirty minutes, no one comes. It’s
been nearly two hours since the students have begun their assessment, and yet still no one has
come. The noise from the outside hallway just beyond the bright red sign that says “Testing:
Quiet Please” are the full conversations of teenagers not caring about any instructions or signs.
The administrators face falls flat as the noise continues. Laughter is heard beyond the door from
what someone could only assume is the same group ignoring the bright note on the door with the
old black letters. To ignore the sign, is to ignore the teachers. The administrator finally opens
the door in frustration and chastises the loud hallway students. He turns his attention back to the
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students inside the testing area. He notes the question each student is on, almost as if there is a
correct number to be working on. #18 is too fast; you aren’t taking your time. Question #10 and
oh my God we will be here all night! This isn’t even a timed test. He glances at the clock again. 2
minutes have passed.
They sit in straight rows with cardboard walls staring at a computer screen, trying to
choose a correct answer that is worded with so much misdirection that it would be wise to
approach every question with mistrust. To really know what these kids have learned would take
conversations. That takes time, and relationships. Who has time for that? Apparently the second
best thing is multiple-choice pre-selected responses. If this is the way we “prep” students for
success, then to achieve success we must need to reproduce robots. Why else would you attempt
to take away their individualism with every procedure and regulation? Are they being tested on
their comprehension or their attention span? This is how an educator with three advanced
degrees spends his morning. Could you imagine Einstein or Descartes monitoring or even taking
these types of tests?
Hour three…the restlessness begins; hands on their heads, leaning back and forth in
their chairs. Session three has begun for most. The administrator continues to monitor the
question count. Sounds are heard through the wall as outside students watch the news in the next
classroom. Another glance at the clock by the administrator, 2 minutes have passed.
A student is caught with Apple ear buds in his ears. They aren’t plugged into any device
though, he is using them as ear plugs to block the noise. Is that a test irregularity? The
administrator looks irritated. By state law it has to be reported, even though common sense
would say it did not affect his answers.
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Heads are drooping now, what energy they got from excitement or anxiety in the
beginning is now gone. Now just to finish. Who cares if it is right? This is how we know if
students are ready for college, or better yet life. This is the best way for these students? This is
the best way for these teachers? This is the best way to assess our future?
Whatever results they get from this day will define these students as academics, but more
than likely…not. And is we succumb, it can define teachers as well
4.5 The Impact of Removing Ignorance on Racial Equality
Ignorance is an interesting thing. It is an unfortunate occurrence brought on by the lack of
knowledge, understanding, or exposure. Choosing ignorance is entirely different. Choosing
ignorance is to openly accept false truths because exploring the roots are too difficult… too
painful. It’s a form of selfishness, caring more about how you view others, and how you accept
the reality of self… How your way is the right way. Ramsey (2008) says “It’s like a toddler
sitting in a ‘poopie’ diaper, I know it smells bad but it’s warm, and its mine!” In hindsight, my
ignorance was glaring. My ignorance had to be extinguished.
Overcoming Selfishness and the Sins of Fallen Fathers (2017)
I loved my ‘Paw Paw.’ He loved me. With the innocence of childhood, I hung the moon
on his words and actions. I celebrated his legacy and ignored his flaws. I picked up sayings like
‘cotton- pickin’ and ‘grease monkey.’ I had zero knowledge that these phrases targeting an
individual race, or defined a Southern tradition of cultural separation. The exposure to the
outside world was nonexistent when compared to our experiences today. He learned, accepted,
and taught, the ‘truth’ that was placed before him. His reality was; a poor, White, North
Louisiana farm family with thirteen children trying to survive the Great Depression. It is all he
knew.
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I knew what I was up against when I signed the contract in 2014; I just wanted it so bad
that I didn’t care how unfit I was to coach the position. My primary motivation to become an
educator and football coach was to coach at this specific school. When I got the call in the
summer, I cried. I was finally getting my opportunity after years of wondering if it would ever
open. I was willing to sacrifice anything to get in, including my ability to lead these experienced
kids as well as their possibility of growth and success. I was selfish, and at first, I paid for it. The
athletes I was responsible for, led by five seniors, could all see right through me. I could not hide
my ignorance or inexperience.
Damon’s character and his decision to accept me as his coach contradicted what I
understood about social issues within the Southern racial divide that we live in. His wisdom and
approach to servant leadership had a huge impact on me and had me questioning why my own
fears were casting a cloud I didn’t know existed.
Damon (2014)
The fog arose from the ground as the lights of the practice field slowly illuminated above
the dew-covered grass. Two days every year football practice began at 5:30 am. It is the two
days that teachers go back to school for meetings before the students arrive. It is not the first
practice of the football season, but it is almost a ceremonial rite of passage that the season is
upon us, and classes are about to begin.
Walking across the dew, dragging practice dummies and carrying cones as a coach, is
sort of like stretching and working your steps as a track sprinter coming out of the blocks. There
is an understanding that today is important, and what we do out here matters to so many. It is
also a time that illustrates that the work is still ahead of us. It was my first morning alone with
the defensive backfield. This specific team was highly touted, with high expectations, and a
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senior led defense, including my football position I was responsible for, which consisted of five
seniors.
It was not the first time we had met, but the first time I was expected to run drills alone
without other coaches. I was an offensive line coach, trying to coach defensive backs. Needless
to say, I was way out of my expertise comfort zone, and there was no hiding it. As the period
whistle blew, I was still trying to remember the cone placement for the first drill. I was in such
terror of being alone with these guys, hoping to make a good impression. My mind began to
blank out. I felt the eyes of the players looking at me as I stood there on the wet grass, panicked
and frozen.
“This mother f***er here don't even know what to do,” I heard a player from the back of
the line say, which had now become a bunch of players in full pads standing around to see what I
would do next. As if the judgment of the players wasn't enough of an issue in my head, I was
afraid our head coach or even our coordinator would come over and humiliate me more, even
though it would have been far out of their character to do so. As the tension rose in the small
group of players my anxiety to do something, anything got worse. I was nearly to a breaking
point when Damon stepped up as if he was waiting to not interrupt but realized I needed help for
whatever reason.
Still dark from the early morning, I could only see his eyes and his smile through his
facemask. Although many of the others were smiling and snickering at my stupidity, his was of
comfort.
“Shut up guys, let’s go!” he commanded. “Coach I got this, no problem.” Damon quickly
placed the cones and started the drill on his own, saving the 5-minute period with at least one
round of the drill. Damon became the leader of the defensive backfield to me, even though he
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may have been already. They quickly stepped and followed as his light-hearted attitude towards
my inexperience relaxed me as well as the group. I began to be myself, and our shared
understanding that I was obviously not an expert in our position was more of a point of rally
instead of ostracizing, I cared enough about them on a personal level that they seemed to accept
me as coach.
Damon taught me Greenleaf’s classic lesson, one I live by today (1971). Damon the
student possessed the resourcefulness and ability to help me in need. He accepted his moral
obligation to do so.
I remember the 2014 season was a success, only losing two games and making a playoff
run and nearly playing for a state championship. Damon graduated with his class in the Spring,
and was the first person in his family to be accepted to LSU. I don’t remember the details of the
football season. Not like I remember the details of the morning I got the text from my brother. It
was a Saturday, right before school started the following year.
Brother: Who was #4?
Me: This year or last year? Why?
Brother: Had to been last year, he just graduated.
Me: Damon, why?
Brother: He was killed at a party last night. He got shot.
Me: ... not possible. Maybe #5 not #4
Brother: Facebook shows him as #4.
My heart sank. Only one other morning do I remember waking up to the disbelief of the tragedy
that had just occurred, and that was September 11, 2001. As I began to frantically hunt
Facebook posts and confirmation, I panicked and wept uncontrollably.
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He was never in trouble, he was always smiling—it just didn’t make sense to me. The
story told to me was that he was a bystander to a fight and that it was not intended for him. After
sitting with his parents for this project, they explained that there was a fight, and that the other
student pressed the gun into his shoulder and pulled the trigger.
The first person in his entire family to be accepted to a major university was gunned
down just days before leaving for school. There is no curriculum or instructional strategy to help
that. After interviewing Damon’s mother and father for this dissertation, his father asked his
mother if she wanted him to show me Damon’s room. She nodded and went to walk the dogs.
His father walked me into a room that was covered in LSU memorabilia and pictures of Damon
and his friends. It was what I figured I would see. As I turned to walk out, I noticed the TV in the
bedroom was playing a football game on ESPN.
“Do they come in here to watch TV sometimes to be close to him?” I asked.
“No,” his father replied. “When he left that night, he forgot to turn his TV off, he never did that
before. She never turned it off. It’s just how he left it.”
The interview with Damon’s parents explained much of what I felt in his presence. I sat
at the dining room table with his mother and father. He had stopped by to check on the mother,
which he does with much regularity. Damon’s parents were never married. The stepfather,
(mother’s husband) sat on the couch behind me, listening, but also watching a football game on
ESPN. In the recording you can hear the football game on in the background and at times dogs
barked, which were kenneled in the house. The house was extremely clean, and I am not sure
why that shocked me. I guess because our house is always a wreck due to having three young
kids that I didn’t realize how much space houses have. The plan to have a 30-minute interview
turned into more than an hour-long conversation.
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Damon was born a servant-leader. He embraced being different, and cared for others
above anything else. Two stories stood out the most during my time with his parents. The first
story his father told.
“He was a people person, he didn’t judge you by your color. Like, I had a brother, that
would drink, and we would all get together, and get mad and talk. I remember Damon
was like 12, and he said, yea, but he’s still your brother dad. I looked at him, and was like
yea, you right. A man in a mad drunken state, and he was 12, telling us that. My momma
still tells that story right now.” Damon’s spiritual-servant leadership began at a very early
age, and he was not above calling adults out when their attitude did not match his moral
understanding of racial peace.
His mother’s story confirmed my observation. “He never act in such a way to push you
away. He welcomed you in, because he believe’ in God. He believe’ in Jesus and helping people.
I remember some little (girl) friend, white friend, and she got put out or something, and he
washed her clothes. I found girl clothes in the washing machine, and I was like who clothes is
this? He said Mom I had to help her out. That’s the kind of person he was. Um, like Jeremy, he
was more on the quiet side, and no one befriended Jeremy, but Damon broke that. He went and
embraced him. They became best friends. When he did that, everyone else came along and
befriended Jeremy too. They were going to be roommates at LSU.” Damon was confident,
courageous, and a servant leader. I told his parents, “His attitude and love for people is what
gravitated me to him.”
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4.6 The Impact Social Justice Has on All
One of the biggest influences throughout my coursework on my change in understanding
on social justice came from a multicultural literature class based on middle school novels that
have an emphasis on social studies. The Book Monster by Walter Dean Myers played a major
role in the paradigm shift between understanding the difference in the needs of white students
and the needs of black students. My first reflection on the subject follows, which shows a change
in my thinking, even within the response itself. The novel Monster is about a young boy Steve
Harmon who gets caught up in a conspiracy to rob a neighborhood store when the owner is
killed. The book uncovers the complexity of a students’ relationship with his community and the
implications that comes with redefining colorblindness and sameness.
Monster-Post (Reflection) 1
What does it take for a middle school kid to become a “Monster?” It is usually not an instance
where a student leaves his 7th period to hold up a store at gunpoint. It is a “death by 1000 cuts”
approach. With every bending of the law, eventually it becomes numb and no longer exists. This
kid, like many I have taught before, is a product of his system. Yes, there are decisions made
throughout the students’ life. That is why teachers not only teach curriculum as well as hope.
Without hope, kids fall to desperation. So many have I seen fall to this. Last summer, a student
lost hope. A boy from a neighboring town opened fire at a party because he had gotten into a
fight with a person earlier that night. Our graduate was a case of being at the wrong place at the
wrong time. He was an “innocent bystander” that wasn’t even involved in the skirmish. They
didn’t even know each other. Two lives were lost that night, the victim, and the shooter. This
battle between “being tough” and doing the right thing is a thinner line than we, as people who
live on the north side of town, want to realize. It is easy for us to sit her in our safe houses and
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say how bad of a decision that was. It’s a completely different world for those kids trying to find
an identity in their community. A book like “Monster” may open the eyes of some in the
classroom. It is a small book and it is something that I would like to have on hand to suggest to
certain students who maybe struggling with their own identity.
Steve’s story resonated with me personally as I began to deal with Damon’s tragedy in
my own way. I began to deconstruct certain beliefs ingrained on how racial interactions worked
in my own life. As a former athlete, I considered myself free of prejudice, and identified with the
understanding that I was “colorblind” or did not see or judge color. It wasn’t until analyzing the
data in this dissertation, and visiting homes I would have never walked into that I realized the
glaring issue with my colorblindness. Some people see through those that do not fit into their
lives, as if they are invisible. I had reached the understanding that I saw everyone, and it did not
matter what color you were, I was there to help. My misunderstanding was that the revelation is
not being able to see others as themselves, but to see you in others. There is a connection of
sameness in all human beings. You cannot defeat racism and prejudice by seeing others, as you
believe they are, but by seeing yourself in others.
Teenage Crush (1994)
I walked into the door, to introduce my new friend to my Dad. We had met in a small town
theatre group. She was extremely pretty and sweet enough to claim me as her friend, which in my
early teenage years was enough for me to fall completely in love. I did not understand the cold
reception we got at the house, and I believed I might have done something stupid earlier, that
they just didn’t want to call me out in front of my guest. I remember leaving with my friends and
returning home later that evening, still glowing from the new teenage crush.
“What do you think?” I asked my parents.
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“She’s Black.” My father replied.
“Dad she’s not Black, she’s Spanish, or part Mexican. I’m not really sure what she is. She is
gorgeous!” I responded confused of the accusation.
“She’s Black.” He responded, walking away.
I knew what that meant. She wasn’t coming back over, although I never understood why.
If it didn’t matter to me, why should it matter to them? The legacy of my proud educator family
and our Southern farm hospitality had a dark side, or an anti-dark side rather. It filtered down to
my father, but I wouldn’t let it get me. At least that is what I told myself.
My taste in companionship shifted as a young teenager because I knew the differences in
whiteness and basically everyone else mattered at home. I could see the difference in individuals;
it just didn’t matter to me. What I failed to understand is how we were all the same, if I could
have, I may have made a difference like Damon did in his family. I wouldn’t make the
connection until much later, and other mistakes were made because of it.
Drake represented the challenge of teaching students you care about, but with whom you
experience personality clashes. Drake was an African American male student athlete that I taught
and coached in both 7th and 8th grade at a previous school (2012-2013) as well as his 10th grade
year in high school.
Drake (2013)
He stepped towards the front of the room, shoulders back, fists balled down by his side,
much like a challenge from a cub to the male lion of the pride. The shock of the room was insane,
still, in disbelief as to what was occurring. The grin on his face did not match the rest of his body
language or action. It revealed his nervousness, full of fear, yet fearless.
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“One more step,” I said with a flat voice, un-elevated to cloak the adrenaline flowing
throughout my body. “Maybe the worst mistake you will make in your life.” Boy was I wrong.
Drake spoke big to cover the turmoil that lived within him. He loved showing what he
could do, and that included in the classroom. He excelled at sports, but was two to three years
behind his self-declarations. I still don’t know if he even believed what he boasted, or was he
actually self-aware, and it was all meant to cloak the vulnerability of losing so much at such a
young age.
Truthfully, I more than likely instigated the confrontation myself, by openly calling out
and criticizing his outspoken nature. As a “rookie” junior high teacher I made more than my
share of mistakes in the classroom my first year. Not picking him up and pouring life into him
like I did others may be my biggest regret. I didn’t want the hassle. I didn’t want the attention. I
didn’t want the responsibility.
Drake’s mother passed away from cancer.
Drake transferred to another school.
I was in the clear.
When I took my dream-coaching job the following year, Drake was there on the first day.
Now a freshman in our new school, God had given me another opportunity to help him realize
his true worth, and to help me break a generational curse of judgment and confusion.
Although I did not feel or identify hateful thoughts or speech, the roots of Southern farm
life trained a false narrative of understanding of inequality. “They” are just something we have to
deal with now. “They ain’t all bad,” as if only a few were worthy of our time. A six-year-old
doesn’t think this deep or question this logic. When someone says the sky is blue, well then it is
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blue. When someone says, “They ain’t all bad,” then I guess that means only most of them are
bad.
Drake’s outward loud representation was a cry for help. That is not how I interpreted his
behavior. He needed to be noticed any way he could. At first it drove me crazy, yet we still
bonded as a coach to a player would, and the familiarity of having Drake in multiple grades and
multiple schools created a connection only few have. Yet even then, I kept as much distance as
my comfort would allow. Why the outlandish attitude and behavior? I would think to myself. “I
care about what people think,” he once told me, “because if not (them) then who (will)?” I
connected with this logic. Drake represented nearly every stereotype embedded in me from past
generations, and I had no idea how to overcome it at the time.
Where past generations taught to fight, we were taught to ignore. Ignoring was hardly
representative of loving your neighbor or serving all students. To break through, would have
taken a destructive paradigm shift. Drake’s death the following summer brought that destruction.
The weight the news of Drake’s passing came like a heavy wave on our town. Selfishly, I
knew the chance I had to love was gone. It was final, never to come again. I quickly blamed
myself, but again in selfishness, as if somehow because of who I felt I was supposed to be at the
time—because I was so good at what I did, as if I had the power to change the narrative, to
rewrite the story. “Not again.” One year after losing Damon our students have to deal with
another tragedy…
It is time to graduate. The senior slide show ends with a tribute. Sobbing is heard through
the dim lights of the gym ceiling, slowly returning to glow. Some glows never return, I thought
to myself as the sudden permeability of the moment sank in.
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Graduation night 2018 begins and ends with an empty chair. The emptiness represented
unfulfilled dreams, unsatisfied expectations, and lost opportunities for potential. There will
forever be a hole in this senior class. Yet to say his life wasn’t impactful is to ignore the change
in the individuals that were around him; students, friends, teachers, coaches.
If I could only have seen Drake without the generational lens, the blinders I chose to
wear, maybe I could have made a difference. Not because of my superior skills, or because I
always know what is best, but because I understood now what relationships mean at that age,
especially with young men. Furtick (2018) asks the question, “How can I live by the standards of
the world, and then call upon the strength of God.” In this situation I let the standards of the old
world, and the ignorance and sins of past generations, prevent me from calling upon the strength
of God to make the morally correct decision, to add value to another.
Drake will always be the one that got away, not because I reached out and was denied,
but because I did not reach out the way I was called to do. This haunts me. I ignored my calling
to act; I denied myself Greenleaf’s (1977) to marshal my resources and abilities to help those in
need and in doing so, failed my moral obligation. Could I have made a difference? I will never
know. And although I will always question how much of an impact I might have made, the
morally correct decision to not allow sins of the father to determine my availability to a student
remains. Spiritual leaders in schools should always press through the walls students create, no
matter how difficult. The size of the wall usually determines the depth of a student’s pain. We as
servant leaders in school settings have to find the courage to dive as deep as we need to go to
reach those students.
The interview with Drake’s guardians shed more light on his life. Learning about a
student’s trials and tribulations after the fact is a most bittersweet lesson, and another example of
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how students can teach educators profound knowledge. My whole life I have heard about
instances where someone “speaks from the grave.” In 2013, I experienced this phenomenon and
the wisdom and compassion of a young man provided me a great life lesson. Again, if teachers
will go beyond test prep, scores, and accountability, the relational side of teaching can be intense
learning opportunities.
Drake spent his junior high years caring for his mother. His aunt shared with me a story
of how he was calling her on the phone, at the same time trying to carry his mother to the
bathroom so he could bathe her. A 13-year-old shouldn’t have to grow up that fast, and assume
ha much responsibility, but it was the reality he lived until his mother succumbed to cancer later
that year. He moved schools and went to live with his aunt. She explained that several coaches in
our school and our principal mentored Drake at the time, which had the biggest impact. He had
decided to go into welding, and they helped him make that decision. The story was a reminder to
me that if I choose not to listen to a calling, God will find someone who will. My guilt is my
punishment. Thankfully Grace is my reward. Drake was never going to be alone because of my
own personal issues with abandonment and rejection. Other mentors were put in his life to help
guide his path. It is a reminder that God doesn’t need me, he wants me.
Drake was killed by an African-American adult male who stabbed him multiple times in
his stomach. The altercation started over a trashcan in the yard. Drake passed away two years
prior to his high school graduation. The adult was arrested but never tried for the crime. The
adult lived in a different parish than Drake, and was able to claim self-defense. Drake was no
more than 150 pounds and he was unarmed. The decision not to charge the adult with murder
caused backlash in the community and between two parishes. When speaking with a former
parish officer, I was told that the case has left a lasting feeling of mistrust between the parishes’
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justice systems. Because the case is closed, it is public records on why the man was not tried. I
just couldn’t bring myself to investigate any further.
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CHAPTER FIVE. IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION
Because of the narratives in this study, and because of the lessons learned from the
relationships from students, I continue to evolve as a teacher, mentor, and spiritual leader. I have
realized throughout this process with the help of Maxwell (2016) that the purpose of education is
growth, not to reach the finish line.
As I continued to review this dissertation for holes in the story of how a teacher leader
evolved from a childhood that experienced rejection and abandonment, I reflected on the fact
that I left out the most painful relationship I endured in my youth. I mentioned it slightly about
turning to romantic relationships in high school in the section of my story in chapter 3, but as I
complete the project I wonder if the omission of this specific experience was intentional or
unintentional. I could not figure out how it addressed a research question, but the experience
created a false sense of mistrust in people I had to address.
I turned my affections towards a girl, and for two years created a god out of her. In
retrospect, it was a girl that I felt had her own abandonment issues that I believed I was here to
save. I dealt with my own rejection issues and she was growing up being ignored by her father,
so it seemed from the lens of a 17-year-old boy trying to be a prince, she was the damsel destined
to be saved. The fallout from the failed relationship only further provided evidence of dealing
with abandonment and depression. I wrote out and planned my own suicide.
I believe the experience provided a low point in my life that I was able to reflect deep
within my own faults and find responsibility. This failure was not her fault and it wasn’t her
parents’ fault. It was my fault completely. I created a god out of a person because I didn’t have
my own personal relationship with God. Experiencing these low points in life has allowed me to
be empathetic to students dealing with all of the stress that comes with being a young adult;
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death in the family, loss of a first love, depression, rejection, family separation and so on. My
faith allows me to stand in the midst of these storms with these students as they happen and
truthfully say “I know how you feel, and I can help you through it.” For me, this is the best
example of servant spiritual leadership I can offer anyone. And, if it worked for me, it can work
for others.
5.1 Implications
Maxwell (2016) posits that once people get to the finish line then they are … finished.
Teachers are never done. The job of a servant leader is never complete. Once I began to apply
that understanding to my relationships with students, my position changed. But it was the
students who changed me, and that potential exists for all teachers – everywhere. For me, I was
no longer a means to get them to reach the end, but instead to learn how to grow beyond their
secondary educational understanding.
For years my educational goal was to prepare students for college by providing the best
teaching strategies that will deliver the content they need to be categorized as an academic
success. After analyzing the data, the majority of students and parents interviewed do not
consider post-secondary success a necessity in life, but more of an auxiliary goal that can
represent the educational path for some students, but should not be the measurement for overall
student success. If serving student needs and not the needs of the educational system, as
Greenleaf (1977) defines in Servant Leadership, is the moral obligation of servant and spiritual
leaders, then post-secondary preparation should not be the primary goal of secondary public
schools. This academic pathway should be available for those students whose goal is to complete
a post-secondary program, but to define academic success for a secondary student as one who
achieves post-secondary success is decreasing motivation in schools for those students with no
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goal for post-secondary aspirations. Servant and spiritual leaders must dive deeper into the goals
of students and serve their needs on an individual basis. This will take a prescription based
educational system, and not a subscription based educational system in which we currently
operate.
A mentoring relationship has lasting effects beyond time spent inside of the classroom, or
even inside of the school. Those teachers that saw more in me than I saw in myself are the only
experiences I remember from high school classrooms. I can’t even tell you what classes I took or
who taught them. I remember Mrs. D in speech class holding me accountable, and loving me
through my failures anyway. I remember my coaches, those that poured life and support into me,
and also those that took it away. We know this is the most important thing in education because
we as educators have already experienced this time of our life, yet we still press on for higher
test scores and more information.
As the study shifted from a focus of curriculum and instructional practices to
motivational theories and spiritual leadership, I did not realize that I was constructing an identity
as a social studies teacher as well as constructing an identity as a spiritual leader. The journey
through this dissertation towards identity construction provides a method of self-examination for
teachers who want to improve their practices and relationships with students. It also describes a
process of self-reflection on taking responsibility for the elements and issues that cause
roadblocks in educating students of different backgrounds and cultures. My identity as a failing
social studies teacher when meeting student needs evolved into a spiritual leader and mentor that
serves students in and out of the classroom.
Educational policies and procedures continue to keep these two roles separate. As I delve
further into the complexities of the task, I am no longer certain it is possible. Once I began to
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understand students as individuals, I had to reflect on who I was as an individual. “Teachers’
personal experiences and histories are the pieces that construct identity and therefore influence
their teaching” (Moore, 2008, p. 686). Each teacher has a motivation, education, and background
to lead students towards their goals. What I have discovered about myself expands far beyond
the scope of this study and the new understanding of my impact on students. I pray and prepare
that this study impacts my fellow teachers as well. Before teachers can mentor students and serve
individual needs, teachers must ask a few hard questions:
Am I seeking popularity or identifying my purpose?
Am I wanting to be seen, or defining my relevance in a student’s life?
Am I using my influence to build a student up, or are my actions motivated by my feeling
important?
Am I building relationships or developing authority?
Am I worried about promoting and serving students, or promoting and serving myself?
These are the questions I have had to ask myself throughout this process. The experiences
with these students have revealed their importance. To serve these students and their need to
answer these questions required me to answer them of myself. I had to discover purpose,
relevance, influence, relationship, and the joy that comes with serving others over promoting
self. This is what spiritual-servant leadership in public schools looks like. As I retrace the steps it
has taken to reach this point, I look forward to future implications of what a teacher-mentor can
discover about students, the school system, and themselves, as well as create solutions that
benefit student personal growth.
I stand at the professional and personal crossroads where the question “Who am I?”
intersects with the question “Who am I meant to be?” I believe every adult reaches this point,
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and every student will reach it at some point in the future. The process of reflection,
responsibility, and examination of motivation and practice leads to professional growth.
Deci’s assertion of leaders asking the wrong question on motivation has redefined the way I
approach the learning environment. My classroom is not quiet. I would describe it as organized
chaos. There are ample times for students to get off task and to lose educational opportunities.
The positive impact of student autonomy is the ability to discover and imagine new possibilities.
These are the reasons I risk to lose control and miss small educational opportunities, so I can
create a space that I don’t miss the big ones.
5.2 Conclusion
The purpose of this dissertation was to better understand the role spiritual leaders such as
myself have in both educational settings and in the motivation of students. An overarching
question guides this study: Is spiritual leadership, influenced by Christianity, an appropriate
form of mentoring-leadership relationships in public secondary schools? This study would
suggest that the answer is yes, if the spiritual leader is servant leader minded, and not using his or
her availability to students as a platform to indoctrinate religious beliefs. This would apply to all
servant leaders, and not just Christians. The interviews of students and parental guardians do not
suggest otherwise.
The specific research sub questions for this study addressed the following:
1.

How does servant leadership and spiritual leadership help create this
autonomous learning environment identified by Deci and therefore reduce the
number of amotivated students? The servant-spiritual leader addresses needs of
students on an individual basis by promoting students over themselves. By
creating a student centered learning environment based on Deci’s definition of
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autonomy, students are more likely to be themselves and feel comfortable with
their new feeling of freedom within the learning space. This transition of
student adapting to the new learning environment takes time and does not
happen quickly.
2.

How can understanding the student as an individual help a teacher confront the
issues with motivation when addressing school report cards and state test
results? Teachers should address student needs as prescription-based learning
and not subscription-based learning. Where school report cards and state test
results matter to the identity of the school, they do not develop the individual
student when it comes to personal development and success. The interviews
with the guardians provided revealing feedback when addressing this question.
Not one of the interviews addressed grades or school performance scores. The
data reveals the most important part of schooling is lasting relationships and
preparing students as individuals for growth. Students feel a connection with
learning when teachers add value to students’ lives and empower them to
define and achieve their own goals and aspirations. If school report cards and
state tests continue to be a measurement of success, then the scope of such tests
should narrow to skills based tests only, and not content-based performance.

3.

How can spiritual leadership, servant leadership, and mentorship practices
address issues within the school such as racial equity, social justice, school
bullying, and school morale of both teachers and students? Spiritual-servant
leaders should address these issues by building relationships with students, and
then teaching students how to build relationships with others. This will include
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teachable moments such as; conflict resolution, defining purpose, defining
relevance, and promoting others over one’s self.

Figure 5.1 Interview protocol saturation tree created by Scott McKneely Blanchard 2018

As illustrated in Figure 5.1, the data composed through reflections, interviews, and
observations of several elements, student success is contingent on the harmonious relationship of
shared responsibility. Student needs are defined as adding value, support, being empowered,
being motivated, and discovering self-worth. Both mentors and family provide these elements
and the responsibility to develop these within each student is shared between the teachers and
parents. Student development and leadership development are the responsibility of teachers,
while preparing a child to learn and continuing family support of the educational process was
identified by parents in the study. Both students and parents identified student responsibility as
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the willingness to transition towards self-expectations and the wiliness and effort to develop
personal growth while gaining the skills needed to pursue their desired course after secondary
graduation. It was surprising to me that the alternative educational outcomes of not needing postsecondary education and success was revealed in both students as well as successful adults. This
reveals a shift in a paradigm of needing college to be recognized as successful.
Mentorship was identified by student and guardian interviews as a positive impact on
students that were lacking family support and family responsibility. Within the stories, students
lost parents early in life or dealt with abandonment issues with absent parents. They identified
their teacher-student mentor relationship as a supportive cornerstone of personal development
that empowered them to succeed, when one of the three responsibilities illustrated above were
not addressed. This is the reason I believe all teachers and students would benefit from teacherstudent mentoring relationships.
5.3 Summary
To summarize this study is to trace its roots back to researching how curriculum and
instructional practices could increase student interest in a social studies classroom. This led to
the discovery of the C3 Framework and the Inquiry Design Model or the IDM (NCSS, 2013). I
was able to attend the IDM Institute in Lexington, Kentucky, and meet face-to-face with Swan
who led the design team for the C3 Framework. I realized after spending three days immersed in
inquiry, that to lead students into the depth that the new instructional practice would require, they
would have to be motivated in a new, more authentic way. Enter Deci’s YouTube video that
explained that those looking to motivate students by consequences or rewards are asking the
wrong question.
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Deci believes you cannot motivate a person to that extreme, but you can create an
environment where a person can motivate themselves. I began to attempt to merge the C3
Framework and Deci’s SDT. The SDT is a motivational theory that is focused on the
autonomous learning environment in which the environment inspires growth and inquiry within a
person by meeting individual needs. I struggled with creating an autonomous learning
environment with the foundation based on an instructional strategy, no matter how entertaining
and hands on I created the activities to be. I went back to the drawing board with little success.
Around the same time of trying to redesign my curriculum study, I gave a presentation at
the Curriculum Theory Project, an annual conference focused on curriculum theory and under he
auspices of the Curriculum Theory Project at Louisiana State University in 2016 on my new
focus. I questioned what kind of impact a teacher might have if they stayed with the same group
of students throughout their high school career, what is commonly known as looping (Jimerson,
Pletcher, Graydon, Schnurr, Nickerson & Kundert, 2006; Nichols & Nichols, 2003). Looping is a
strategy commonly found in early childhood and elementary classrooms (Hitz, Somers, &
Jenlink, 2007; Little & Little, 2001). I was in the rare situation that I taught a group of students
their entire social studies curriculum from freshman year to senior year. As I presented this
hypothesis to a group of graduate students, it was apparent my passion was not on curriculum but
on relationships. It was pointed out to me that my study could easily be transitioned to an
autoethnography of how this search to motivate students has actually changed me as a teacher.
“What is autoethnography?” I asked. The candle of curiosity was lit. The revelation
between the Curriculum Theory Project and the death of two students that I had spent so much
time with changed the entire scope of the project. I lean on the belief that curriculum means
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nothing if we can’t convince these students to stop hating each other, and teach them personal
growth and character.
I went back to the design board with a new vision, a curriculum designed to lead teachers,
youth pastors, and basically anyone who wanted listen how to speak life and mentor kids towards
character development before pressing into written curriculum plans. My Christian lens gave me
a platform, but I knew I couldn’t go into the classroom and preach. I never had that vision or
intention. My intention was simply to show kids that there was an adult that cared for them. The
autoethnographic stories in this dissertation are the organic results of doing just that: caring for
kids.
In the summer of 2017, I wrote my first autoethnographic piece in a writing seminar class
to more than positive reviews. The following semester, I took a class on autoethnography to
understand the research method I was curious to create, and learned of the works of Ellis and
Bochner (2004). What I learned most from the class is how not to do autoethnography. Integrity
and authenticity matters, and there are ways that others have used loopholes to take short cuts. I
was determined to do this project the most authentic way possible.
5.4 Suppositions
The research question that guided this study was: is spiritual leadership, influenced by
Christianity, an appropriate form of mentoring-leadership relationships in public secondary
schools? The purpose of this study was to better understand the role spiritual leaders such as
myself have in both educational settings and in the motivation of students. My findings are that
morally sound leaders, Christian or non-Christian, make a huge impact on students through
character development and by expressing authentic love and care for students. When analyzing
the transcripts of Allison and Tyson, two of the students I spent the most time with in a
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mentoring role, both connected their success with being able to go to me when they had issues.
Their feedback helped identify and construct my identity as a spiritual leader. This is same
admiration I had for Damon, as his acceptance of me allowed me to search deeper into my own
past on how mistrust of a generational lens can be conquered through servant leadership. In this
situation, the student was truly the teacher.
Deci’s autonomous classroom led to the rebirth of student-to-student friendships. One
student motivated herself to reach out to another in need and that one act developed into nearly
thirty more special needs students having friendships with other mentor students in their grades.
The autonomous classroom proves that students can inspire teachers as easily as teachers can
inspire students.
The study ended with the reflection of five students with whom I have held mentoring
relationships. Interviews were conducted with prior mentors, along with parents of current
students as well as students that have graduated. Themes emerged from the data, which can be
summarized as shared responsibility. Within every code in every interview conducted, the
responsibility of student success is shared between the parents, teachers, and students. While this
is not highly world changing information, the fact that students and former students believe what
their parents believe was telling. When analyzing the data from former students in the interview
process, the mentor relationship they were able to sustain in high school was the contributing
factor in success at the secondary level, and the lack of something similar contributed to failure
at the post-secondary level. This reveals that mentoring and having someone to lead is not a high
school student need, but a student need at all levels.
This project has impacted more than my relationships with students and the way I teach
within the classroom setting. This project has identified parts of my personality that I was able to
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categorize as strengths in an effort to help others in and out of the classroom. Because of this
study, I am able to more clearly identify those in need of servant leaders in the classroom setting,
as well as push through personality barriers that once hindered me from offering help.
5.5 Concluding Discussions
In Chapter 1, the foundation of this study was laid and the issues were identified. The
origins of the purpose of schooling were presented, as well the moral nature of school leaders
was revisited. Types of authority through moral leadership were defined and then, I began to
intersect leadership and motivation. I situated myself as the teacher-researcher within the study
and defined the purpose and research questions. This was followed by the significance,
framework and definition of key terms as used throughout this project.
In Chapter 2, the literature was reviewed that set the framework of leadership styles
within education, as well as spiritual leadership. Further, through a literature review, I identified
what is considered successful leadership within the field, connecting spiritual and servant
leadership with transformational and integrated leadership styles within the field of educational
leadership.
Chapter 3 served to define the study methods and present the design of the study.
Autoethnography was chosen as the appropriate design as the focus of the study shifted from
curriculum strategies to a teacher’s impact on student through relationship building. Reflection,
observation, interviews, artifacts and video were identified as the primary data sources of the
study. I defined the researcher’s positionality as the teacher-researcher but also the mentor role
within five students – the participants’ – narratives.
In Chapter 4, I presented the results, including the five narratives of the students and my
reflection and analysis on the circumstances in which we connected. I dove deeper into my own
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paradigm shift as I dealt with my lineage as a Southern White farm family in the Deep South and
its impact on my thoughts and motivations to teach. Discussion of the impact of the studentteacher relationship, as well as the autonomous learning environment followed as I identified the
mentor’s impact on motivation as well as the focus on student relationships over report cards and
test results. The current study reveals the evolution of a social studies curriculum teacher into a
spiritual servant leader that serves his students and elevates them towards their individual
capacity for success. This study began as an attempt to define elements of a classroom
environment that help students most, but transformed into a teacher’s identify construction of
what type of school leader students need most.
5.6 Concluding Implications
The implication of this study has identified the impact spiritual and servant leaders have
in a learning environment. In a study by Perkins, Wellman, and Wellman (2009), he authors
asked, what is the relationship between an educational leader’s spirituality and leadership
practices? The implications of this study suggest that separating the two is not truly possible.
The main significance, defined in Chapter 1, was to examine not only at the impact spiritual
leadership has on a community of students and the relationships between the spiritual teacher
mentor and student, but also the impact the student has on the teacher mentor. Five examples of
student-teacher relationships analyzed both sides of this equation. This study gives insight to
teachers willing to become mentors to students. This study gives identity and purpose to the
teacher filling multiple roles in students’ lives.
The point of this study was to identify the role spiritual and servant leaders fill within a
learning environment, revealing the needs students have for mentor leadership and autonomous
learning environments. This study also identifies the needs of teachers in rediscovering their
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purpose as an educator. While I was the focus as an autoethnographic study, implications are
contained herein for each educator who reads this at all levels and in many contexts.
Concluding implications of this study present a series of challenges to those that identify
with being a spiritual or servant leader in their respective public school.
5.7 Future Studies
This study challenges public educators to mentor students that need role models.
Greenleaf (1977) asserts the defining difference between the ‘leader-first’ and ‘servant-first’
paradigms is the fact that servant-first leaders make sure the highest priority needs of others are
being served. This study also resulted in further questions, and in possible continued research:
While being served, do servant-first leaders become wiser, more autonomous, healthier, and
freer? In turn do students become wiser, more autonomous, healthier, and freer when being led
by a spiritual-servant leader? How do we as spiritual-servant leaders support other educators who
want personal growth in this area with training, mentoring, and communication? These questions
help measure the impact of servant leadership (Greenleaf, 1977). These are the questions we
must ask ourselves when assessing our impact on students. As a servant leader capable of
helping everyone on an individual basis, it is our moral obligation to do so.
This study challenges educators to seek to create an autonomous learning environment.
Leithwood (2004) identifies three “basics” of successful leadership. The first is setting
directions. Setting directions means having goals, which creates purpose and vision and helps
with building a sense of identity. The second is developing people. A teacher’s ability to develop
relationships students are a major influencer on the motivation of students. The third is
redesigning the organization. A redesign of the learning environment towards an autonomous
classroom will create a more authentic motivation among students and will increase teacher
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morale in the process. Sergiovanni (1992) mentions building a covenant in his text Moral
Leadership: “When purpose, social contract, and local school autonomy becomes the basis of
schooling the school is transformed from an organization to a covenantal community, and the
basis of authority changes from an emphasis on bureaucratic and psychological authority to
moral authority” (p. 102).
This study challenges Christian educators in public schools to develop their moral
teachings of character development practices to serve students and elevate student needs as a
priority within their leadership focus. Sergiovanni (1996) describes leadership as something that
involves “influencing others by persuasion or example, or by tapping inner moral forces” (p. 87).
Classroom teachers as well as school administration should tap into their moral forces to set an
example for all students. Christianity is the developmental understanding that life is not about
yourself, but how many others you can help along your journey. To restate, the Christian lens has
redefined life as something that is lived through us and not to us.
This study also challenges teacher-training programs to include character development
training as part of their department of education. As we move farther into a culture that has more
single parent households than joint family households, new teachers are finding themselves more
overwhelmed than ever when dealing with students with little to no home support.
This study challenges human beings to be more… human. Don’t give into hate. Unearth
the ritualistic binds of past generations. Release the fear of the unknown when quickly judging
others based on a false sense of understanding.
Darkness cannot drive out darkness; only light can do that. Hate cannot drive out hate;
only love can do that.
-King Jr, Loving Your Enemies
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EPILOGUE
I look around the room, and all hands are raised. Each student is dressed in their favorite
teams’ gear. The house is surrounded with team decorations; blankets, collectables, and framed
posters of past championships just to name a few. The host is known to be a bit of a fanatic. The
light through the kitchen door shines bright, but not as bright as the smile on each of their faces,
you would never know from the picture that the game has not even started yet.
A photo is taken of the party. From left to right, the first student is naturally quiet, but in
this picture, his hand is high and he is giving the camera the peace sign, his face sporting a huge
smile. By the picture you could never recognize his struggle with autism. In the distance a boy
wearing a #8 jersey sits in a rocking chair. He is diagnosed with major social anxiety issues and
just wants to be normal. Today none of those feelings surface. Today he is with friends, people
who understand. To his left is a young boy that tells me hi every day for the two years I have
known him in the school hallway. He always smiles, always laughs, just months removed from
neck surgery to help prevent his spinal cord from collapsing. He has an unusually large head, a
birth defect, that usually gives him headaches and makes him get tired quickly, but you cannot
tell he feels any of that from the photo. A proud mother sits behind another student, soaking in
the love in the room. The leader of this little pack of friends sits in the other rocking chair,
usually reserved for the man of the house. He never gets up once throughout the entire party. In
the photo his head is tilted up, as a proud leader would look, hand on his face slightly as if he
were posing. He has been an avid sports fan his entire life, but down syndrome has prevented
him from ever actually playing high school sports. He has his own team now. The oldest of the
group smiles from his wheel chair. He has an advantage in that he does not have to protect his
seat from anyone else. He pulls the chair to the closest point of comfort from the TV. He was
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diagnosed with a rare type of giantism that puts too much pressure on his back and knees as well
as autism. Over the years it has taken a toll on his back, yet to experience this with friends that
love and accept him, he shows no signs of pain in the picture.
This is where spiritual-servant leadership has led me, to a group of special-needs kids we
have assembled as a sports team. From their smiles you would assume that the home team has
just won the game, but we are just waiting for kickoff. They all call me “Coach,” which is who I
have been throughout this journey. Today a parent called me “Servant,” which I believe is who I
am now, and who I am called to be.
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

Interview protocol Questions- Mentors
1. What value do you place on high school graduation?
2. What value do you place on post-secondary graduation?
3. What expectations do you have on yourself in terms of mentoring others?
4. What expectations do you have in terms of high school faculty in terms of developing
relationships with students?
5. What expectations do you have in terms of high school faculty in terms of motivating
students?
6. What else would you like to tell me about your motivation to mentor and how your
mentoring relationship with others has impacted you? Can you tell me about an
experience?
Interview protocol Questions – Parents
1. What value do you place on high school graduation?
2. What value do you place on post-secondary graduation?
3. What expectations do you have of high school faculty in terms of mentoring your child?
4. What expectations do you have in terms of high school faculty in terms of developing
relationships with your child?
5. What expectations do you have in terms of high school faculty in terms of motivating
your child?
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6. What else would you like to tell me about your child and how education has developed
them as a person?

Interview Protocol Questions-Students

1. What value do you place on high school graduation?
2. What value do you place on post-secondary graduation?
3. What expectations do you have of high school faculty in terms of mentoring you?
4. What expectations do you have in terms of high school faculty in terms of developing
relationships with students? Can you tell me an experience?
5. What expectations do you have in terms of high school faculty in terms of motivating
students? Can you tell me an experience?
6. What else would you like to tell me about how the educational environment has
developed you as a person?
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